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Abstract 
This study examines the experiences of eight Chicana/Latina doctoral students at a large, 
predominantly White public research university in the Midwest, using qualitative and 
interpretive research methods. To achieve this, I gathered eight semi-structured narratives with 
self-identified Chicana/Latina women who were doctoral students during the time of the study. 
Two of the participants identified as queer, one was transgendered. Two methodological 
frameworks are employed in this work: critical narrative research and a decolonizing 
methodology. Critical narrative research is a methodological approach that incorporates a critical 
analysis of personal stories, the processes of storytelling, and the relationship between individual 
narratives and the larger cultural, political and economic conditions that inform their creation. A 
decolonizing methodology engages with imperialism and colonialism in ways that supports a 
critical understanding of the assumptions, motivations, and values informing research practices. I 
incorporated my testimonio as a tool to theorize oppression, resistance, and subjectivity (The 
Latina Feminist Group, 2001). Homogenization of Chicana/Latina doctoral students recurs in 
literature, by examining their educational experiences, such as their schooling, class background, 
political identities, and the manner in which agency is exerted, is challenged by giving voice to 
these experiences. The narratives provide evidence of the lack of support, the numerous barriers, 
daily microaggressions, and the resiliency that came from the development of “personal 
communities” that Chicanas/Latinas experienced in their doctorate programs. I argue that in 
order to fully understand the experience of doctoral students one must use a “Community” of 
Theories for Understanding the Underrepresented Graduate Student Experience. These will in 
turn inform educational policy by providing institutions of higher education with possible areas 
of intervention to equalize the doctorate experience of Chicana/Latina bicultural students.  
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I dedicate this work to the graduate students  
who generously shared their narratives for this work and to the generations of Chicana/Latina 
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Chapter One 
Introduction 
 
¿Quien soy? 
¿Quien soy? 
Lodo, sucio, caliente 
Opresión, wetback, reject. 
 
Mojado, go back to your country 
You don’t belong here 
No hablas inglés 
Your accent 
How do you spell THAT? 
Refugio, Delfino . . .  
R-U-F-I-N-A 
Do you know how it feels to have to spell out your name to others todo el tiempo? 
Coraje, vergüenza, confusión. 
¿Quien soy? 
 
Who am I? 
Why didn’t my mother simply name me Maria? 
Simply Maria? 
 
Perplexed I share with dad 
Dad, I need to interview someone who participated in the Bracero Program.
1
 
 
I don’t know anyone who was a Bracero. 
No conozco a nadie que haya sido Bracero. 
Me conoces a mi! 
Me vine de Bracero en los años 50. 
EN SERIO?! 
Porque nunca me lo contaste? 
 
It was my freshman year at UC Santa Barbara 
Only now learning that my father immigrated to the States 
As part of the Bracero Program in the 1950s. 
How come he never shared this with me before? 
I wondered then and I still wonder today. 
It took enrolling in a Chicano Studies class to learn that I actually had a history 
A history to be proud of! 
That my family had contributed to the economy de este país for almost a century. 
My mother is an American citizen by birth. 
                                                 
1
 The Mexican-United States Program of the Loan of Laborers, referred to as the Bracero Program, provided five 
million Mexican laborers for U.S.-employers from 1942-1962. Schmidt Camacho (2008), p. 63. 
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Farm laborers, yes, this is the occupation my parents desempeñaron. 
Until retirement. 
 
Y con mucho orgullo 
Raised 10 children 
I am the youngest. 
 
¿Quien soy? 
Lodo, sucio, caliente, 
Opresión, wetback, reject. 
 
Silenced for so many years. 
Insecurities, invisibility, too apologetic 
Not anymore 
Exijo el mismo respeto que cualquier otra persona. 
Yes, soy la hija de campesinos 
With the same rights to an education and respeto as anyone else. 
 
Cesar Chavez was a guest at my parents’ home. 
Comió frijoles, nopales, y tortillas at our dinner table. 
My dad walked side by side with Chavez 
In the United Farmer Workers strikes. 
I was eight years old. 
I was not conscious of who Cesar Chavez was, 
I just knew my dad marched with him in the streets of Oxnard 
My hometown. 
Demanding just wages and better sanitary working conditions. 
Not until he came to teach a course at UC Santa Barbara 
Did I understand who Cesar Chavez was to our community, 
The same year he passed. 
 
You see, I was so consumed with becoming Americanized 
That I rejected my own language, my own history 
At such an early age. 
I did not become fluent in Spanish until I went away to college 
And came back home replacing my pop, R&B, and funk music 
With my parents’ musica de Las Jilguerillas, Vicente Fernandez, Javier Solis. 
I ached. I hungered for regional Mexican music, for Mexican food, for homemade Mexican food, 
Not the tacos served in the dinning commons for cinco de mayo. 
 
The textbooks made available to me during my K-12 education 
Did not expose me to critical pedagogy or agency. 
I grew up thinking that as a Mexicana, 
My people did not contribute to the wealth of this country. 
I did not question the inequities or injustices. 
I believed that if you worked hard enough, studied hard enough 
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Erased your accent 
ASSIMILATED 
That you would succeed and accomplish ANYTHING; 
Even being accepted by your white peers. 
 
Why a Ph.D.? 
I told myself 
Why not? 
¿Porque no? 
 
I can still smell the moist of the earth, de la tierra 
The sensation of my dry hands hardening with the soil 
The dirty fingernails as I worked in the fields that summer 
That summer just before sixth grade. 
 
¿Quien soy? 
Lodo, sucio, caliente, 
Opresión, wetback, reject. 
 
I was just a child! 
A child and already consumed with insecurities. 
I wanted new clothes! 
I had to earn my money 
Literally, en el campo. 
I hated waking up at 4:30 de la mañana. 
Oh, but I loved our break time at 9:30 in the morning. 
Because la fayuca, the cafeteria on wheels 
Vendia warm pan dulce 
Dipped in milk 
Oh, there wasn’t anything else that could compare to that joy! 
 
I handpicked the equivalent of one box of strawberries per hour. 
I got paid 25 cents por cada caja 
While in the supermarkets the profits were disproportionably higher. 
 
¿Quien soy? 
Lodo, sucio, caliente, 
Opresión, wetback, reject. 
 
The mayordomo, once himself oppressed, oppressed the laborers 
Los piscadores de fresa. 
I hated the hot sun on my face 
My hands pegagosas 
Sticky and filthy. 
I remember having to wash my hands with Clorox Bleach 
At the end of the day. 
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That was the only way the stains, the dirt would come off. 
At least I would earn enough to buy my own clothes. 
100, maybe 150 dólares. 
 
I would not be ridiculed by the other children 
Who constantly made fun of my “Mexican dresses” my mom designed for me. 
How I wish I’d kept at least one of those dresses 
Made with so much cariño and pride. 
And which I HATED because of how they made me stand out. 
I NEVER told my mother how miserable wearing those dresses made me feel. 
And that hurts. It’s still painful today. 
 
Kids, they can be so cruel. 
Classmates would follow me home and throw rocks at me along the way 
Calling me names 
Wetback, Mexican 
Tears, fear, rage. 
 
I ask myself, how much of that still remains the same? 
I often ask myself, how many Rufinas are out there today 
In segregated public schooling 
Struggling to have their voices heard, 
Fighting for the respect and dignity they so much deserve? 
Wanting so much for someone 
to believe in them, 
To simply give them a chance? 
 
The bigotry continues. 
And as I have gotten older, 
I realize that it expands outside the classroom and recess time. 
It is found in contemporary politics, labor force, and institutions of higher learning. 
La Mexicana/o continues to be exploited. 
La Mexicana/o continues to fight for dignity, for justicia, for the same rights 
As any other citizen. 
Whether it be by migratory legislation or backlash racism, 
La lucha continúa. 
 
 
Mi Testimonio  
The sentiments I invoke in ¿Quien soy? speak to many of the tensions and contradictions 
in the education of Chicanos/Latinos who find themselves constantly negotiating culture, 
language, and identity in politics of assimilation found within U.S. pedagogical practices. 
Currently, Chicanos/Latinos constitute roughly 16% of the total population, but only 5% of 
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graduate students (De Luca & Escoto, 2012). With Chicanos/Latinos’ steady population increase, 
now more urgently than ever before, it is imperative to learn as much as we can about their 
educational experiences. Institutions of higher education must make concerted efforts to decrease 
the educational attainment gap between Latinos and the majority group.  
This chapter engages the following areas: the current state of Chicanos/Latinos in higher 
education, the pedagogical changes needed to create a less “erasing” educational experience for 
students of color in the U.S., and briefly, the methodological approach employed in this study. 
Scholars from different disciplines, theoretical approaches, and positionalities are brought 
together in this discourse to address the schooling and material conditions of Chicanos/Latinos. 
Often disassociated concepts such as immigration, border theory, and biculturalism, are brought 
together in this work and intimately in a manner that produces a more cohesive and integrated 
dialectical exchange. 
After I graduated from college, I worked primarily with first-generation, working-class 
Chicano/Latino college students. My position afforded me vast experience in policy issues 
related to the discourse on access and equity from an intimate and yet bureaucratic lens. I 
intended to only work for 2 years before pursuing my master’s and doctoral degrees. However, 
given the political climate of the period, and my passion for addressing the needs of first-
generation college students, I remained in this position for 7 years. I became an advocate for the 
needs of these students, whom like me years earlier, needed mentoring, support, and resources to 
give them a sense of belonging that they deserved to be at their institution. Given my own 
experience, I understood that in order to increase the number of underrepresented students in the 
educational pipeline, we needed to address the personal and cultural along with the academic.  
In retrospect, while I escaped working in agricultural fields for subsistence, I am, as are 
many other Chicana/Latina doctoral students, professors, intellectuals, and activists, “working in 
the fields of intellectual labor” (Segura, 2003, p. 40). In her study on Chicana faculty, Denise 
Segura (2003) discusses how Gloria, one of her participants, feels that Chicana scholars are in a 
way, “working in the fields of intellectual labor.” In other words, Chicana scholars continue to be 
marginalized even in positions of “power” where the presumption is that this will garner respect 
but do not. This is epitomized in the lower-ranking positions of Chicana scholars; they are in 
essence “field-workers,” by virtue of “hidden labor” by being hired in dual departments. For 
example, Chicana scholars are often hired and have responsibilities in multiple departments. This 
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makes it such that their responsibilities are multiplied. These additional efforts and demands 
“subsidize the university” as Segura writes, because their efforts are not recognized or valued, as 
evidenced in monetary compensation (p. 40). Many faculty of color are not recognized for their 
work, and their hours of mentoring and community outreach often times are not taken into 
account when they are being considered for tenure. In a similar manner, this study speaks to the 
challenges, successes, and agency of Chicana/Latina doctoral students who share but also differ 
in their personal, academic, and career experiences and trajectory.
 2
 
Several themes emerge from my testimonio, particularly those concerning schooling, 
college preparedness, and family expectations. I bring all of the lived experiences narrated in my 
testimonio, into my writing, theoretical analysis, ongoing intellectual transformation, and 
everyday praxis (theory plus practice). How Chicano/Latino students reach higher level 
education is an important factor to consider, especially given the disparate representation in 
higher education with which marginalized groups have to contend and for which are exemplified 
in the narratives in my study.  
 
The Educational Pipeline: Latina/o Degrees Earned  
The educational trajectory that Chicanas/os and Latina/os traverse is varied and 
exemplifies the many barriers that are encountered when seeking higher education. Among those 
hurdles are decreased enrollment, discontinuous enrollment if higher education is actually 
sought, and a significant attrition rate of those enrolled. A study conducted by the Tomás Rivera 
Policy Institute (Pachon, 2002) projects that in the next two years, by 2015, Latinos will 
disproportionately have the lowest percentage of college graduates in the U.S. This is epitomized 
most at the doctoral level where the pool of Chicanas/Latinas who apply and are admitted to 
doctoral programs in the U.S. is significantly less than any other ethnic group (Contreras & 
Gándara, 2006). National data indicates that the number of under-represented college students 
declines at each stage of advancement (i.e., bachelor’s, master’s, and Ph.D.’s). An even more 
disturbing condition is the process by which higher education is achieved.  
More Latina/o students than any other group fail to enroll continuously toward degree 
completion. The preceding is caused by factors such as family responsibilities, financial need, 
poor guidance, and poor K-12 academic preparation. Whereas a common trajectory is continuous 
                                                 
2
 Refer to Darder (1991; 1995; 2002, 2004) and Segura (2003) for definition of agency as employed in this chapter. 
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movement from bachelors to a Master’s degree to Ph.D., Latinos experience discontinuity at a 
greater rate. At the graduate level, for example, tensions arising from stressors such as cultural 
expectations or material difficulties can come in direct conflict with academic demands, 
ultimately causing students to drop out of their graduate programs (Gaffney, 1996; Garza, 2006). 
Once enrolled, the data presented in Table 1 indicate that persistence of Latinas/os in 
baccalaureate and post-baccalaureate degree granting institutions continues to be 
disproportionately low. There is less than 1% of Latinas/os being conferred doctoral degrees.  
Table 1 
Degrees Conferred for every 100 Latina/o Elementary School Students in U.S.  
Degree Latinas Latinos 
High school  54  51  
College  11 10 
Master’s  4 4 
Doctoral  >1 or 0.3 % >1 or 0.4% 
Note. Source: Rivas, Pérez, Alvarez, and Solorzano, 2007. 
 
What do the grim preceding statistics tell us about Latina/os in higher education? Why 
does this matter? The implications for public policy reform and advocacy for Chicanas/Latinas in 
doctoral programs are many. I will elucidate the scope of those implications in this study. Hector 
Garza’s (2006) data on the advancement of Latina/o students in the educational pipeline shows 
that 40% of Latina/o high school graduates enroll in 2-year colleges. This pattern is 
disproportionately higher than any other group at 2-year colleges. As a group, Latinas/os average 
6 years at community colleges before earning degrees or transferring to 4-year institutions. 
Although the focus of this study is not on the progression of Chicanas/Latinas through the 
community college pipeline, it would be remiss to not briefly address it here, given that in 1999-
2000, 11% of all Latina/o doctoral recipients had previously attended a community college. 
Presenting this data also points to the importance of analyzing possible reasons for these 
numbers. The experience of those actually in academia could elucidate many of the reasons. For 
example, of Mexican American doctorate recipients, one in five (18%) attended a community 
college. This makes community college a “primary point of entry into higher education” for 
Latina/os (de los Santos, Jr. & de los Santos, 2006, p. 50; Yosso, 2006).  
Carla L. Morelon-Quainoo et al. (2009) show in numbers the disturbing 
underrepresentation of Latinos across the educational spectrum. For example, the percentage of 
Latinos achieving degrees are: associate’s degree, 7.7%; bachelor’s, 5.5%; master’s, 4.1%; 
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doctorate, 3.2%, and first-year professional, 4.6% (p. 6). Linda DeAngelo (2009) underscores the 
importance of the preparation one receives leading to matriculating in doctoral programs. She 
finds that students who attend research universities for their undergraduate preparation are more 
likely to earn a Ph.D. than those who attended less selective institutions “such as comprehensive 
colleges and universities” (p. 25).  
 
The Economy and Status of Latinas/os in Graduate School Today 
Latinos make up 16.3% of the U.S. population, according to the 2010 U.S. Census. This 
represents a growth of 43% from the 2000 U.S. Census. It is expected that by 2050, Latinos will 
represent 30% of the population, although they are severely under-represented in academic and 
other professional positions (De Luca & Escoto, 2012). This has several educational, social, 
economic, and political implications. For example, a number of states, including Alabama and 
Arizona, have recently passed anti-immigrant legislation. In what seems to be an effort to deny 
immigrant’s social services, including access to education and health, these laws target 
immigrants by allowing racial profiling, requiring legal documentation for school matriculation 
and/or provision of healthcare to name just a few. This anti-immigrant sentiment and the 
dismantling of affirmative action policies and other initiatives have, among other things, 
impacted Chicanos/Latinos’ experiences at postsecondary institutions. 
Much discussion has emerged over the ever-increasing presence of Chicanos/Latinos in 
the U.S., leading to various educational reforms, legislative practices, budgetary allocations (or 
lack thereof), lobbying, and other measures to address this issue. By 2050, Latinos are projected 
to account for 30% of the U.S. population (according to data from the U.S. Census Bureau, 
2000). What does this growth mean and what impact does this have on the post-secondary 
educational preparation of Latinas/os? While population growth is undeniable, the major concern 
is that less than 1% of Latinas/os are attaining doctoral degrees. Of this number, Latinas account 
for 0.03% of doctoral degrees conferred (Rivas, Pérez, Alvarez, & Solorzano, 2007).  
As if the already tumultuous experience of finding acceptance into higher educational 
institutions were not enough, once there, doctoral students must contend with the pervasive 
economic policies that often limit the availability of fellowships, teaching assistantships, 
graduate research assistantships, and postdoctoral fellowship opportunities. The negative impact 
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of such reform practices was first noted during the Reagan Administration.
3
 Reaganomics 
stripped away long-standing government services and programs that specifically targeted 
marginalized communities.  
The Reagan Administration’s economic policies restructured other vitally important 
programs such as Title VII, the Equal Employment Opportunity Title of the 1964 Civil Rights 
Act funding bilingual education programs, and the Immigration Reform and Control Act.
4
 These 
harsh policies also dismantled political gains made by the Civil Rights Movement, women of 
color feminists, and anti-war work of the late 1960s-early 1970s (Moraga, 1983a; Moraga, 
1983b). These reductions negatively impact first- and second-generation working and middle 
class Chicanas/Latinas who are attempting to pursue graduate programs, complete their programs 
of study, and secure postdoctoral fellowship opportunities, teach, or administrative positions at 
teaching and research colleges and universities.  
The decrease in financial aid assistance and teaching and research assistantships, 
accompanied by ever-increasing tuition costs has many repercussions. Chicana/Latina college 
students are pursuing doctoral degrees in lower numbers because of the decrease in funding, and 
consequently, are completing Ph.D. programs at lower rates (Johnson, Kuykendall III, & 
Winkle-Wagner, 2009; Moyer, Salovey, & Casey-Cannon, 1999). The lack of numbers affects 
what Chicana/Latina graduate students are going to experience once they enroll in doctoral 
programs. The current socioeconomic conditions facing the U.S., particularly in states such as 
California and Illinois, are a direct result of what Antonia Darder (2002) refers to as “the impact 
of economic restructuring, ‘postindustrial’ conditions of urban life, and the ‘globalization’ of the 
economy” (p. 2). Budgetary cuts in educational funding for underrepresented students have been 
significant. The state of Illinois, for example, has faced billions in educational cuts in recent 
years. California follows with thousands of educators receiving layoff notices and furlough days 
as well. Unfortunately, other states are not exempt from such fiscal downsizing. To make matters 
worse, tuition has increased at both the University of California and University of Illinois 
systems. This has a negative impact on the current conditions of prospective and currently 
enrolled Chicana/Latina doctoral students. They will need to contend with more scarce resources 
                                                 
3
 The cumulative reductions in federal aid to education made during Reagan’s years in office (1981-1988), with 
elementary-secondary federal assistance programs enduring the heaviest reductions, were $19 billion (D. A. 
Verstegen, 1990). 
4
 The Immigration Reform and Control Act gave amnesty to many immigrants, specifically those working in the 
agriculture business. 
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such as less financial assistance, decreased research and teaching assistantship opportunities, and 
research funding. 
In the United States, the political interests of the wealthy and powerful influence the 
educational system (Darder, 2012, 2011; Giroux, 2006). In this regard, the policy-making is 
controlled by a few, but affects the masses. The disproportionate economic and social divide 
experienced by Latinos is projected to continue to widen and compromise the economic and 
political advancement of Latinos as a group. Nevertheless, there is a tendency to homogenize the 
experiences of Chicanas/os and Latinas/os in the academy. This is a problem because not all 
Latinas/os traverse the same trajectory. They differ in class, social, and educational backgrounds, 
family life, sexual orientation to name just a few. These differences inform their educational 
experience and outcome. With respect to this phenomenon, Darder’s (2012, 2011, 2002, 1991) 
work has repeatedly demonstrated that education is not neutral; it carries huge political 
implications.  
Morelon-Quainoo et al. (2009) suggest that as the U.S. population becomes more 
heterogeneous, there is an increasing need to respond to the economic and educational challenges 
generated by such a phenomenon. The primary concern being expressed here is that racialized 
underrepresented groups have not advanced to the same levels as their White counterparts, not 
because of merit but because of structural barriers. This has implications at many levels—
including the impact it has on social mobility. Similarly, Darder and Torres (2000) criticize the 
omission of an analysis of class and a critique of capitalism when scholars examine 
Chicana(o)/Latina(o) schooling. They contend that this is not a mere subcategory to be grouped 
with other identity categories, but rather argue that issues of class need to be examined closely in 
that they inform the context for social inequalities and exclusions that exist in the education of 
Latinos in the U.S. Similarly, Morelon-Quainoo et al. argue that the political and economic are 
not separate power structures, but rather work together to reproduce and maintain the inequities 
perpetuated in society, particularly as these inform Chicanos/Latinos.  
While the economy worsens and doctoral students are confronted with the shortage of 
faculty positions, this is prone to increase class conflict and social unrest. This is manifested in 
the aggressive anti-immigration reforms and other legislation that makes it harder for 
marginalized populations to access healthcare, education, and other basic human rights and 
needs. Understanding the implications of such material changes in the lives of racialized students 
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and their communities is critical to current educational reform debates (Darder, 2002; Darder, 
2007).  
Schools continue to perpetuate inequities by attributing student difficulties to intellectual 
deficiencies and psychological problems of students and/or their parents, rather than to the 
inequities perpetuated in the schooling of subordinate populations. In fact, schools are complicit 
in perpetuating the social inequalities that further the interests of a political economy by tracking 
and holding deficit models for students of color and maintaining an economic hierarchy and 
unfair system of meritocracy (Apple, 1995; Darder, 2002). This study seeks accountability of 
“uneven power relations” that shape schooling experiences and favor some students at the 
expense of others. There are still elements of cultural deficit views of Chicanos/Latinos as 
culturally inferior and not equipped to succeed. Studies need to engage how schools might serve 
to reproduce educational inequalities through their practices and inability to account for 
achievement outcomes in light of greater social inequalities.  
Importance of inclusivity. Many of the issues brought forth regarding Chicana/Latina 
doctoral students are not recent developments. In fact they have been discussed since the 1960s 
during the Civil Rights and Chicano Movements. El Plan de Santa Barbara, for example, among 
other important manifestos, addresses the need for better access to education for 
Chicanos/Latinos. Institutionally, universities have the responsibility to become aware of the 
struggles graduate students face in their academic trajectories. How can institutions of higher 
education then begin to re-conceptualize what is valued as intellectual development and 
scholarship and consider if this is appropriate for doctoral students, especially students of color? 
Institutions of higher learning must acknowledge the past experiences, language, and 
culture of Chicana/Latina doctoral students as cultural strengths, as social capital, as part of their 
process of knowledge production and dissemination (Anzaldúa, 1990, 1987; Darder, 2012, 2011, 
2002, 1991; Rosaldo, 1997, 1993; Segura, 2003, 1998; Valenzuela, 1999; Zarate & Conchas, 
2010). In effect, there needs to be a disruption in linear models of teaching. Renato Rosaldo 
(2003) proposes diversity in the classroom in order to disrupt the hegemonic discourses often 
found in curriculums that do not encourage inquisitive minds. Rosaldo sees diversification in the 
classroom as an opportune time to introduce different conversations that otherwise would not 
occur. Darder and Rosaldo call for an engagement in collaborative learning and dialogue that 
promotes critical thinking, interpretation, and diversity of opinion and the utilization of different 
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approaches to the study of institutional diversity. Such a process of engagement can better assist 
institutions “to understand the relationships that exist across the spectrum of human experiences, 
particularly concerning issues related to social injustice” (Darder, 1994, p. 32). 
The research also shows that women of color faculty continue to be overwhelmed with so 
many more responsibilities, many of which do not count towards tenure. Moreover, they also 
tend to be unrecognized for their substantial contributions (including increased number of 
advisee cohorts, serving on different committees, and mentoring undergraduate and graduate 
students). This is of significant relevance to the focus of this work because the doctoral students 
in this study constitute the future faculty and administrators at U.S. colleges and universities. 
Moreover, as captured in the narratives presented in Chapter Five, the Chicana/Latina 
participants are already experiencing burnout as graduate students. 
In a study on Chicana faculty, Segura (2003) finds that less than 1% of Latinas are full-
time faculty teaching in institutions of higher education. Segura discusses how these figures 
attest to the structural contradictions in postsecondary institutions, which supposedly push for 
greater diversity and inclusion, but as not actually diversifying. In doing so, they are creating 
inequalities. An important assumption of Segura’s study is that this contradiction limits the 
possibilities for broader intellectual agendas that can, among other things, “inform policy 
formulations,” particularly when Chicana faculty are construed as academic “others” (p. 29). 
Thus, this study is an attempt to critically connect theoretical paradigms of what constitutes 
Chicana/Latina doctoral students’ persistence in doctoral programs. The participant narratives 
that comprise this study shed light to the struggles that women of color and transgender students 
of color confront in their graduate school experiences, and the mechanisms at work that has them 
succeed.  
 
Methodology 
In critically analyzing the experiences of Chicana/Latina graduate students at the 
University of Illinois, I utilize qualitative methodologies to interrogate structural and 
interpersonal factors that inform their narratives (refer to Chapter Four for an expanded rationale 
for choosing this methodological approach). I use a subset of the data collected from the A 
Project of Diversity (APOD) project and employ a content analysis approach. I coded and logged 
data by grouping together themes and categories from eight interviews to inform my analysis. 
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I use both the narratives from interviews and my own testimonio throughout the text to 
bring to the forefront the voices, and humanity to the literature I engage. My testimonio is 
situated within a Chicana feminist sensibility and perspective to rearticulate “pedagogies of 
nepantla—a space of frustration, discomfort, and always improvised visionary modes of teaching 
and learning” (Prieto & Villenas, 2012, p. 412). Prieto and Villenas (2012) posit that testimonio 
“names the workings and abuses of institutional power, the human costs, and our collective 
sobrevivencia (survival and beyond)” (p. 415). I propose that the auto-ethnographic narratives 
combined with the theoretical position of my work contributes to an understanding of the 
intricacies women of color, particularly Chicanas/Latinas, experience in the academy. The 
narratives articulate the Chicana/Latina experience in very concrete and poignant ways. In doing 
so, these stories illustrate the need for radical policy reformation such that Chicanas/Latinas have 
equitable educational experience to their White peers.  
 
Significance of the Study 
Educational researchers and policy-makers often fail to recognize the geographic, socio-
economic, class, racial, and political differences amongst Chicana/Latina doctoral students. This 
oversight tends to oversimplify the many tensions triggered by institutional pressures, systemic 
structures, and the interpersonal issues and conflicts among Chicana/Latina doctoral students. 
My study challenges the ways in which educational research homogenizes the experiences of 
Chicana/Latina doctoral students. I examine the marginalization experienced by 
Chicanas/Latinas, including one queer Chicana/Chicano and consider the pressures articulated by 
Chicana/Latina doctoral students. This study tells a story of survival and how Chicana/Latina 
doctoral students negotiate cultural expectations, gender roles within their family structure, and 
societal pressures. In addition to addressing the cultural barriers, it provides insight on ways to 
strengthen the educational attainment of Chicana/Latina and queer Chicana/Chicano students 
enrolled in doctoral programs.  
This work engages with the position of Chicanas/Latinas in doctoral programs, 
problematizes their experiences, and considers pedagogical practices needed to create a more 
inclusive educational context. In addition, this study examines how the phenomenon of border 
crossings impacts the educational experiences of Chicana/Latina doctoral students in the 
academy. By connecting what have often been disassociated concepts such as immigration, 
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border theory, and biculturalism, this study engages each one in a manner that can produce a 
more cohesive and integrated dialectical exchange among policy-makers and scholars within the 
field of education and ethnic studies, with the hope of informing pedagogy, policy, and future 
research to transform the lives of Chicana/Latina graduate students who seek equal access. 
 
Purpose of Study 
The purpose of this qualitative study is threefold: 1) to examine the life experiences of 
Chicana/Latina doctoral students; 2) to learn about their personal and academic experiences of 
schooling; and 3) to relate how their narratives connect to and/or counter the literature on 
educational access. I anticipate that findings from the study are applicable to educational 
contexts and will provide insight into ways to improve the enrollment, retention, and eventual 
completion of Chicana/ Latina doctoral students. Policy recommendations will be grounded in 
the literature and substantially informed by the data collected from Chicana/Latina doctoral 
students undergoing the graduate school experience during 2007-2009. Specifically, this study 
explores the relationship and/or disconnectedness between “the” institution that is academia, and 
Chicana/Latina doctoral students, and the different ways in which they navigate this relationship.  
 
Research Questions  
1. What has been the academic trajectory of Chicana/Latina doctoral students? 
2. What has been the graduate experience of Chicana/Latina doctoral students? 
3. What academic, personal, and social support have Chicana/Latina doctoral students 
received throughout their graduate school experience? 
4. What has helped Chicana/Latina doctoral students persevere in spite of any adversity they 
may have experienced? 
 
Contribution to the Field of Educational Policy Studies and Other Fields 
The contribution of this study to the social sciences and humanities, in disciplines such as 
Education, Chicana/o Studies, Latina/o Studies, Gender and Women Studies, and Anthropology 
is the convergence of the often dialectical nature of different fields when considering aspects of 
agency, representation, and diversity. Traditionally, given the positivist nature of discipline-
specific research, this is not the approach generally found. Instead, the phenomenon associated 
with the “subtractive schooling” of Chicana/Latina doctoral students (see Valenzuela, 1999), is 
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what is commonly employed.
5
 As Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) suggests, “the development of 
theories by indigenous scholars . . . are grounded in a real sense of, and sensitivity towards, what 
it means to be an indigenous person” (p. 38). Hence, whether one identifies as an Indigenous 
scholar, and/or as a Chicana/Latina researcher, a decolonizing approach can provide the tools to 
design theoretical frameworks that can better address the educational conditions within our 
communities. It is not just our sensitivity as scholars of color but also our intellectual formation 
as subaltern populations that allow us to produce theory that is grounded in the experience of 
what Darder (2012, 1999) terms our “bicultural voice.” Our sensitivities can potentiate our 
ability to be in the “know,” such that we finally give it due attention. It is in the design of such 
tools that we can execute more effective policy change and transformation, through the grounded 
research produced within our communities. 
D. Soyini Madison (2005) discusses the vast responsibilities we have as researchers, as 
we become the “transmitter[s] of information and the skilled interpreter[s]” of the lives and 
stories of participants in our research (p. 4). Three key elements that Madison considers and 
which resonate with the approach of this study include: (a) How we reflect upon and evaluate our 
own purpose, intentions, and frames of analysis as researchers; (b) How the specificity of the 
local story relevant to the broader meanings and operations of the human condition; and (c) 
How—in what location or through what intervention—will our work make the greatest 
contribution to equity, freedom, and justice.
6
 Moreover, as Madison cautions, we must always 
hold ourselves accountable for the implications and consequences of the research we produce 
and disseminate.  
As a researcher and as a mujer, hija, y estudiante de posgrado (woman, daughter, and 
graduate student), my analysis of these narratives is not “objective,” in the classical sense. 
Rather, as a researcher who embodies a critical perspective, my personal history, experiences, 
and my political position, clearly and unabashedly inform my analysis. This is to say that my 
affiliation and membership with communities of Chicana/Latina scholars cannot be denied or 
abstracted out from my interpretations or insights. Inclusion of words in Spanish, for example, is 
my choice as “an expression of [my dual] consciousness” that allows me to emphasize particular 
                                                 
5
 Angela Valenzuela’s (1999) subtractive schooling theoretical framework provides an analysis of the educational 
system structure, one which is significant in moving the focus from the student to the institution as the point of 
responsibility for academic achievement. 
6
 The three questions presented here are part of a total of five central questions that Madison (2005) asks researchers 
to consider in their research. The full list of questions can be found on page four of Critical ethnography. 
 16 
words or phrases in the text (Lincoln, González, & González, 2008; see also Anzaldúa, 1987). 
Likewise, one cannot assume that [Western] research has ever been neutral in its “objectification 
of the Other” (Smith, 1999, p. 39). As Smith points out,  
It is important to have a critical understanding of some of the tools of research—not just 
the obvious technical tools but the conceptual tools, the ones which make us feel 
uncomfortable, which we avoid, for which we have no easy response. (p. 40) 
 
 
Theoretical Frameworks 
 The four major theoretical lenses that inform this study were developed by scholars of 
color who were trying to make sense of the power relations and struggles within education, 
communities, and/or the larger society, from their own experiences and sensibilities as subaltern 
voices. These include border theory, women of color feminist theory, critical theory of 
biculturalism, and critical race theory. Their intersectionalities, the interaction of multiple 
identities and experiences of exclusion and subordination (Davis, 2008), help forge a more 
intricate and deeper understanding and consciousness-raising approach to the contemporary 
realities faced by subjugated communities such as the Chicana/Latina doctoral students in this 
study. 
Because much of this study is informed by frameworks by feminists of color, I engage 
the evolution of Chicana feminist thought and its contribution to a border feminist perspective. 
Women of color feminist theory and border theory help validate and conceptualize the 
implications that arise in the individual narratives that comprise my research. Moreover, the 
critical decolonizing approach to narrative research utilized for this study lends credibility to 
stories of experiences often silenced and considered to be outside the realm of institutional 
realities. The critical narrative methods employed here incorporate an analysis of personal 
stories, storytelling process, and relationship between narratives and the larger cultural, political 
and economic conditions that inform their creation (Madison, 2005; Smith, 1999).  
Reflection. For years I have attempted to distance myself from my cultural roots, much 
more to avoid the inherent pain rather than a deliberate rechazo (rejection). As I reach the 
culmination of my doctoral studies, I find myself (re)claiming my home, my history, my family’s 
history. While navegando entre dos mundos—la educación Americana y mi cultura Mexicana 
(navigating between two worlds—American education and my Mexican culture), I recognize that 
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I cannot disassociate my research from my lived history, or from the need to trace, recuperate, 
and re-historicize my family’s presence in the United States, which dates back to the 1920s. For 
those of us who are first-generation Chicana/Latina doctoral students, emerging scholars, and 
activists, we carry heavy compromisos (commitments) that not only impact us, but also our 
familias (families) and comunidades (communities). Our border crossings sear cicatrizes (scars) 
onto us and are our narratives of survival. However, our schooling has often deemed us 
disposable (Darder, 2012), such that these narratives are never valued. Given that these 
narratives permanently shape the perspective with which we view our experiences, and 
subsequently our approach to and execution of our teaching and research, it is vitally important 
that we privilege these testimonios. These narratives permanently shape the perspective with 
which I view my experience, and subsequently my approach to and eventual execution of my 
research.  
This study also brings into conversation four significant theoretical frameworks generally 
disassociated from one another. The use of a critical theory of biculturalism, women of color 
feminism, border theory, and critical race theory is appropriate to the study of Chicanas/Latinas 
and queer Chicanas/Chicanos in doctoral programs because the intersectionalities among these 
frameworks allow for a deeper and particular analysis, one otherwise not easily captured. 
Specifically, this study engages the contrasts, contradictions, diversity, and heterogeneity 
amongst Chicana/Latina doctoral students. Moreover, this study looks into the different ways 
participants sustain their “critical participation as active social agents” (Darder, 2012). Cherrie 
Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa (1983) write, “[w]e were born into colored homes. We grew up 
with the inherent contradictions in the color spectrum right inside those homes . . . [w]e learned 
to live with these contradictions. This is the root of our radicalism” (p. 5). What I interpret from 
Moraga and Anzaldúa is that as mujeres (women), as women of color, we have struggled within 
and outside our homes to define ourselves, our identities, and our politics. The participants in this 
study highlight the “inherent contradictions” at work in this process. 
As a child, I did not feel a need to identify as Chicana, Latina, or Mexicana. In 
Chicano/Latino Studies there is an unstated understanding that not identifying as a 
Chicana/Latina distances you from the struggle associated with being Chicano/Latino in this 
country. However, I worked the strawberry fields. I know the everyday struggle. During the 
summer months when I was in elementary school, I joined my mother and sisters en la pisca de 
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fresa (strawberry harvest fieldwork) for at least eight hours a day. As much as I loved the time 
spent with my mother and sisters, I resented the exploitative working conditions we endured. 
Even though I was passionately resentful of these conditions, I did not have the language to 
express what I was feeling. I realized that this feeling of resentment was the birth of my own 
political consciousness. It was in these moments of sadness and anger about our living conditions 
that my political consciousness was born. I knew the only way to escape the intolerable 
oppressive conditions was performing well in school. Academic success would afford me the 
opportunities that would give me agency and power to make the change I yearned to see so much 
en la pisca de fresa (strawberry harvest fieldwork).  
I have achieved academic success, but my presence as a Latina in academia is political. 
My presence in this doctoral program has given me access to sway policy in ways not accessible 
to other students of color, working class people, and other marginalized populations. How is it, 
that given that only a tenth of a percent, a fraction of a percent of Latinas/os in this country 
attend doctoral programs, I did not become a statistic of attrition? Without homogenizing the 
lived experience of Chicana/Latina students, I often ask how is it that with all the structural 
limitations to accessing a challenging K-12 education that would prepare me for higher 
education, I was an exception and not the expected norm? My lived experience and my new 
found language from my courses in ethnic, sociological, and educational studies have provided 
me the framework and language for my research. I chose as one of my lenses of inquiry women 
of color feminism, precisely because of how scholars within this tradition engage education, 
political, social, class and gender/sex inequalities. Though established pedagogy informs my 
research, I realize that my lived experience also provides an important contribution to how I 
understand and interpret my work and how I theorize our experiences in higher education. My 
testimonio, my personal narrative, exemplifies how the educational inequalities I experienced 
provide an important lens from which I view and inform my research. In this manner, the power 
of testimonio as a “method and political tool for naming and claiming Chicana/Latina[s]” 
experiences in higher education is explored (Prieto & Villenas, 2012, p. 412). 
Although college-bound, my ability to attain the same level of educational experience as 
my peers was limited by my circumstances. I came from a working-class background. My living 
circumstance made it such that I did not have adequate study space. This was due largely in part 
because I lived in a household with 12 family members at one time. I remember not having my 
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own bed until my freshman year in college. Up until then, I had slept in a colchón (mattress) my 
mother made for me—one that I would roll out onto the floor in my sisters’ room every night. I 
remember how I often studied in the bathroom, the only place at home where I could have 
privacy to concentrate on my homework. Nevertheless, this did not stop me from doing well 
academically and applying to college. 
I still remember pedaling my way to the post office just before the postmarked deadline. 
Against my father’s wishes I had decided to apply to UC Santa Barbara. When the acceptance 
letter came in the mail I wanted to run to the kitchen where my father was going through bills, 
and share the excitement and orgullo (pride) palpitating inside of me, but months passed before I 
told him that I had been accepted; and that I intended on attending that following fall. I had 
gained admission and received substantial financial aid to cover my tuition and room and board 
expenditures (which was double the amount of my father’s yearly earnings harvesting en la pisca 
de limón [in the lemon groves]). It was difficult for my father to accept that his youngest 
daughter was going away to college. I was the first mujer in my family to break the cycle of 
living at home until the day I married; I was the first one in my family to go away to a 4-year 
college in the U.S. 
While other Chicanas/os and Latinas/os experienced culture shock because there were not 
many Chicanos/Latinos at UC Santa Barbara, my experiences were different. Having attended a 
high school where the majority of Mexicanos were disproportionally tracked in vocational 
courses, I often found myself being one of two or three other Latinos in college preparatory and 
honors classes. Having different classes and separate lunch periods from other Mexicanos at my 
school, it was almost by default that most of my close friends were White. What differed 
between my high school friends and the White students I met in my hall and lecture halls at 
UCSB was that the latter also belonged to the middle- and upper-classes, where my friends from 
high school and I shared a working class and first-generation college going background. 
I vividly remember move-in day as if it had just happened yesterday. My father and my 
niece had driven me to campus. It was early in the morning. The unloading did not take much 
time. My room in the Anacapa dorms was small; it included two bunk beds, two desks, two 
wooden chairs, two drawers, and two closets; the standard dorm room. My roommate and I knew 
each other from high school. Somehow that provided a sense of comfort, knowing someone from 
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my hometown. After we unloaded the few items from my father’s pearl white Chevrolet pick-up 
truck, they left shortly afterwards.  
I recall looking across the hall as my dad and niece disappeared into the distance. With 
every stride they took I was left with an enormous sense of emptiness and loss. I had never felt 
that alone and scared before. This was the first time in my life that I had made a decision against 
my father’s wishes. What if I failed? There was no room for failure, and that is what scared me. 
Up until then, I had been busy finishing high school and working two part-time jobs, at our local 
community college’s bookstore and Taco Bell. That earned income had paid for my comforter 
and other dorm essentials. I tried not to cry, and definitely not in front of my father, but suddenly 
I could not hold back the tears. When I suggested that we have an early lunch together before 
they left, my father made it clear that he did not approve of me moving away from our family 
and told me before leaving, “esto es lo que querias.(this is what you wanted).”  
My father was disappointed that his youngest daughter was leaving home. He did not 
understand why I chose not to pursue an 8 to 5 job where I could continue living at home until 
the day I married. It was difficult for both of us. He told me I was on my own, that neither he nor 
my mom could support me financially. What had I done? Had I just lost my family? Had I made 
the right decision? I was pondering these questions and walking back to my dorm room when I 
heard a familiar voice. It was Delia, another Latina student from Los Angeles who I had met at 
freshmen orientation earlier that summer. We grabbed lunch together. I remember ordering 
Szechwan shrimp. Somehow I knew I was going to be okay. I knew I was not going to feel 
completely alone. Delia remained a good friend of mine throughout most of our undergraduate 
years. Nevertheless, my undergraduate years were a challenging time in many different ways. 
I expected to become friends with the White students in my dorm floor. Instead, what I 
experienced was rejection from most of them. There was a strong demarcation between us, one 
fueled by daily micro-aggressions.
7
 These presented themselves in subtle and overt forms, such 
as White students only engaging with me in the communal bathroom while we all were getting 
ready for the day, but ignoring me in the hallways or around campus; comments in the study 
room such as “my family doesn’t vacation in Mexico. Mexicans are dirty. Their water is 
polluted,” and perhaps the most painful act was during one winter break. As we were all getting 
                                                 
7
 Micro-aggressions are defined as subtle insults (verbal, nonverbal, and/or visual) directed toward people of color. 
These are often unintentional and unconsciously delivered (Solorzano, Ceja, Yosso, 2001).  
 21 
ready to leave for the holidays, a few students were gathered in one of their rooms with their 
door wide open. They were staring through their window and laughing at the housekeeping staff 
(mostly Latinas) who were making their way into the dumpster to collect semi-new clothing, 
desktops, and other things these privileged students had thrown away. I found this dehumanizing 
and degrading. The majority of them, including other Latinas on my floor, came largely from 
middle- and upper class backgrounds. This was a clear, but unexpected divide. 
Given the many deficits with which I matriculated into college, my freshman year was 
difficult. This was the first time I had to face my identity, class, race, and educational 
background being questioned and challenged. Privileged students in my dorm did not know how 
to engage or approach me, and when they did they asked me how it was growing up in Mexico. 
Some of them did not believe that I was born and raised in the U.S. During winter break, when I 
was packing to go home for the holidays, others in my dorm were heading to Europe or Latin 
America for vacation. I had an acquaintance whose father worked as an economic advisor to the 
current administration and a closer friend who was pre-med and whose father, a physician 
himself, had already bought my friend his own clinic. Where I felt it most was in my academic 
preparation. I resented the poor public education I had received. It would be years before I 
revisited the text. I felt as if I was playing catch up for most of my first two years in college. It 
was also hard to call my mother on Mother’s Day that first year, to tell her that I was not going to 
be able to make it home because I had to study and knew that if I went home I would not get any 
work done. It was also during this time that I was introduced to Gloria Anzaldúa’s 
Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza in my introduction to Chicano Studies course, I was 
not ready for the text. In my colonized mind I was trying so hard to fit in, I rejected the content 
of the book. 
During my freshman year in college, my father came around. He realized that I was 
probably not going to get pregnant, become an alcoholic, or forget about my family by having 
gone away to pursue a college education. I think what had him understand me more was the fact 
that I started to talk to him more in Spanish and becoming interested in our family’s history—in 
learning more about his own experiences as a bracero and farm laborer in the U.S. Although it 
was still hard for him to understand why I moved away, we grew closer during this time. I called 
home frequently to share with my parents how I was tired of the food served at De la Guerra and 
Carrillo dining commons. My dad would drive to Santa Barbara on Sundays, once a month, with 
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bags of groceries (including many Mexican staples such as tortillas and chiles, but also snacks 
such as Cup Noodles and microwave popcorn) and sarténes llenos de carne asada, tortillas de 
harina recien hechas, frijoles, arroz, y salsa de molcajete (frying pan filled with steak, 
homemade flour tortillas, beans, Mexican rice, and homemade salsa). My friends and I would sit 
around in my dorm room eating while my dad shared stories de su infancia (from his childhood), 
how he grew up, and the historical anecdotes of that period. I was just now hearing these stories 
for the first time, and as he provided his account about growing up in Acquitzeramo, Michoacán, 
Mexico, and about his experiences crossing the Mexico-U.S. border to work seasonally in 
California, I began to understand my family’s history more intimately than I ever had before. 
From stories my father shared and Chicano Studies courses I was taking, I began to learn 
more about my culture, de mis raices (of my roots), and I began to take ownership and pride in 
speaking Spanish, my first language. I was constantly challenged to identify myself, to position 
myself by my peers and professors. I found this space invigorating and demanding at the same 
time. Given my experience in predominantly working-class White classrooms throughout most 
of my K-12 education, my fluency in Spanish had suffered. By the time I started college, my 
fluency in Spanish was minimal. My friends, including Delia, challenged me to speak Spanish to 
them.  
Language became a way of survival, a way of forging community, a way of (re)claiming 
our presence within the academy. In recuperating my first language, I also recuperated a part of 
me that had been dismissed for so long; I recuperated my roots. Darder (2002) posits that “within 
the student’s native language is contained the codification of lived experiences that provide the 
avenues for students to express their own realities and to question the wider social order” (p. 37). 
Thus, the racialized “Othering” that occurs through privileging of the dominant culture and 
language functions as a mechanism of inferiorization (Darder & Torres, 2011; Darder & Torres, 
2003). This is transmitted in large part through the disrespect for the cultural and linguistic 
integrity of bicultural students. This anti-dialogical process sustains dominance over the 
populace by imposing a homogeneous view of the world (Darder, 2002, 1991). 
The lessons learned while navigating my undergraduate years, (i.e., importance of family, 
university, and peer support to succeed, in addition to having financial aid and scholarships), 
became critical in my position as an admissions counselor at UCSB following college. I assumed 
this position shortly before the passage of Proposition 209 in California. Proposition 209 banned 
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affirmative action practices in the state’s public higher education system, including the 
University of California, the California State University, and the California Community Colleges 
systems, thus, experiencing first-hand the impact such policy changes had in the recruitment, 
enrollment, and graduation of under-represented college students. Those same programs and 
initiatives that had contributed to my academic stability and adjustment in college, and eventual 
completion, suffered budgetary cuts and/or were dismantled altogether. What is worse, this 
succeeded because of the “co-option of civil rights language to influence public policy in 
education” (Stovall, 2006, p. 247). 
 
Overview of Chapters 
In my introductory chapter, I introduced the study, including the importance of 
reclaiming and recovering our testimonios, purpose of the study, research questions, the problem, 
significance of the study, and what I anticipate to be my contribution to the field. I connect the 
multiple layers that constitute this study by pushing for a humane approach to the research—
through the lens of rehistoricizing our research. Ultimately, our own voice needs to be inserted in 
the work for this to have the substantive impact that it requires, particularly those of us 
“reinscribing knowledge” that has previously failed to be integrated into our lived histories (see 
also Mutua & Swadener, 2004, p. 10). 
In Chapter Two, A Review of the Literature, I introduce the theoretical framework used 
in this study, in addition to a review the literature that engages: (a) the position of 
Chicanas/Latinas in higher education, (b) the problematization of pedagogical changes needed to 
create a less “erasing” educational experience in the U.S., and briefly, (c) the professionalization 
of Latina/o scholars in the academy. The central question in Chapter Two focuses on how the 
phenomenon of border crossings impacts the educational experiences of Chicana/Latina doctoral 
students. Moreover, the chapter analyzes national statistics on enrollment, persistence, and 
graduation rates, in addition to identifying conditions and context of graduate education for 
Chicanas/Latinas. 
Chapter Three, Women of Color Feminist Thought, provides a historical overview of the 
literature on feminist theory and more specifically, the evolution of Chicana feminist thought, 
and how the latter contributes to a border feminist perspective. Broadly speaking, Chicana 
feminism, as other feminist perspectives, embody the belief that women have the derecho (right) 
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to social, political, educational, and economic equality and the right to control their lives and 
their bodies. More specifically, scholars such as Mohanty (2003) speak of feminism without 
exclusions, to draw attention to the tension between the “simultaneous plurality and narrowness 
of borders and the emancipatory potential of crossing through, with, and over these borders in 
our everyday lives” (p. 2).  
Chapter Four, Methodology, introduces the qualitative and interpretive research methods 
employed in this study, in addition to drawing from a combination of critical narrative and 
decolonizing methodologies. Specifically, this study employs an interdisciplinary approach that 
brings into conversation tenets of critical theory of biculturalism, critical race theory, border 
theory, and Chicana/Latina feminist theory. Data are drawn from a subset consisting of eight 
individual open-ended, semi-structured interviews with eight Chicana/Latina participants 
attending graduate school in the Midwest.  
Chapter Five, (Re)Claiming Voice: The Narratives, discusses the narratives of eight 
Chicana/Latina doctoral students (two identified as queer, one was transgendered) who were 
interviewed as part of the APOD project during 2007-2009. Their voices—their accounts—their 
narratives are the focus of the discussion in this chapter. They serve to identify some of the most 
pertinent issues facing Chicana/Latina doctoral students in the academy. 
Chapter Six, Discussion and Analysis of Data, engages with a discussion on the subset of 
data collected from APOD to develop an understanding of the manner in which Chicana/Latina 
doctoral students, specifically, negotiate their schooling with other aspects of their lives and how 
the latter informs their graduate school experience.
8
 This analysis will further inform educational 
policy on issues that impact this particular population of students.  
Lastly, in Chapter Seven, Conclusion: A “Community” of Theories for Understanding 
the Underrepresented Graduate Student Experience, I discuss the different themes and issues 
discovered throughout the analysis of the narratives I obtained. I engage the current 
methodological frameworks that help to contextualize both my analysis of and the personal 
narratives themselves. I further engage these findings with respect to their implications on 
activism, agency, identity, education, public policy and further provide recommendations for 
university policy practices. 
                                                 
8
 APOD is discussed in detail in Chapter Four. 
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Chapter Two 
A Review of the Literature 
 
Introduction 
Critical theory of biculturalism, border theory, critical race theory, and women of color 
feminisms are all theoretical constructs born from the insights of scholars of color who have 
struggled within the academy. Their theoretical contributions, although varied in language arrive 
at similar concerns that voice historical and institutionalized oppressions impacting marginalized 
groups. This is because scholars of color have suddenly found themselves in previously 
unfamiliar spaces. Because scholars of color have grappled with the “bicultural crisis” they 
research and find common themes permeating these experiences: domination, subordination, 
empowerment, and the issue of the voice (Darder, 2012, 2011, 1991). 
I argue that these theories together help educational researchers understand the complex 
nature of the experiences of doctoral students of color. This is followed by a discussion that 
engages: (a) the position of Chicanas/Latinas in higher education, (b) the need to create a less 
“erasing” educational experience for students of color in the U.S., and briefly, (c) the 
professionalization of Latina/o scholars in the academy. The central question in Chapter Two 
focuses on how the phenomenon of border crossings impacts the educational experiences of 
Chicana/Latina doctoral students. Moreover, the chapter identifies the conditions and context of 
graduate education for Chicanos/Latinos. 
Important questions introduced by Darder are how do we become more fluid in our 
pedagogy so that we can move with historical changes and reconfigurations of power; and 
subsequently, how do we become fluid in our reading of power?
9
 How do we struggle with 
questions of privilege that bring about social change? How do we begin to engage with those 
aspects that interfere with our capacity to come to the table as empowered human beings? It 
becomes clear that claiming one’s voice is critical for the resurgence of new identities and new 
epistemologies. It is toward that end that this work identifies aspects of Chicana and Latina 
student identity within the theoretical discussions of Anzaldúa’s (1987) consciousness of the 
borderlands; Giroux’s (2005) border pedagogy; Darder’s (2012, 1991) biculturalism; Lugo’s 
(2008) border theory; and Rosaldo’s (1997; 1994) cultural citizenship. 
                                                 
9
 A. Darder, seminar lecture, August 31, 2006. 
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Critical Theory of Biculturalism 
Antonia Darder (2012) proposes that schools are sites of both oppression and 
empowerment. Darder’s (1991) work has consistently challenged the inappropriateness of 
traditional educational values and practices in schools that “produce and interpret knowledge that 
serves as a silencing agent” in that it legitimacies “the abstract reality developed by this 
knowledge than the actual daily experiences that shape students’ lives” (p. 6). This is intensified 
by how educational success is measured by individualization of responsibility. Darder suggests 
that opportunities to succeed are unequally distributed and ignored in the context of traditional 
educational discourse. This, in turn, provides acceptable justification for inequity in schools. 
Likewise, Smith (2005) suggests how the “organization of school knowledge, the hidden 
curriculum and the representation of difference in texts and school practices” has serious 
repercussions for marginalized groups (p. 11). Further, Sefa Dei and Simmons (2009) in 
critiquing African schooling, position the classroom as a disciplinary regime of truth where the 
curriculum serves as a “specific technique of power . . . over certain forms of knowledges” (p. 
23). Historically, as Darder, Smith, Sefa Dei and Simmons, and other critical scholars argue, 
these knowledges originate within the “racialized/minoritised body” (p. 23). The everyday 
knowledge produced in classroom spaces, Sefa Dei and Simmons argue, regulates the lived 
experiences of students. They challenge how inclusiveness is fabricated, given how the 
knowledge produced in the classroom is “discursively constituted and populated with experience, 
meaning and consciousness from the monolithic voice, from particular geographic locations, and 
then appears as this all inclusive voice” (p. 23). 
Biculturalism speaks to the “process wherein individuals learn to function in two distinct 
sociocultural environments: their primary culture, and that of the dominant mainstream culture” 
(Darder, 2012, p. 45). Graduate students of color must contend with and move through the 
multiple intersectionalities between the dominant discourse of universities and the realities faced 
as members of subordinate cultures. It is because institutions of higher education are historically 
and structurally not intended to support the cultural contributions that students from racialized 
working class backgrounds bring to the classroom that students develop survival mechanisms to 
defuse the different forms of “educational oppression” (Darder, 2012). 
Biculturalism questions “what” and “whose work” is legitimized, particularly when 
traditional Western education is prone to historical erasure through delegitimizing the life 
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experiences and cultural specificities of racialized groups. Whether or not students perceive 
themselves as bicultural beings, Darder (2012, 2011, 1991) stresses that their socialization 
situates them in a culturally subordinate position. Consequently, there is a need for a greater 
understanding of the historical forces that have led to oppressive conditions in students’ lives.  
 
Biculturalism and Graduate Education 
One of the major components within a critical theory of biculturalism is the issue of 
“bicultural crisis.” It emerged out of Arnoldo Solis’ theory of biculturality, which he defines as 
“the result of existing in and adapting to two cultures having substantial dissimilarity” (Darder, 
2012, p. 49). The greater the dissimilarity between the two cultures, the greater the degree of 
biculturality (Darder, 2012). In this manner, the more the dominant culture imposes assimilation 
on the subordinate culture, the more the individual resists, causing a cultural crisis. This resolves 
into a “bicultural crisis” when the individual can adapt to and move within both cultures.  
Border inspections are linked to the issue of bicultural crisis. It is that moment when 
graduate students in this study, for instance, find themselves in conditions that are so different 
than what they have known. This leads to feelings of immobilization. This is the dynamic within 
the bicultural crisis, which then pushes a kind of tension constantly between domination, 
subordination, empowerment and the issue of “voice” (Darder, 2012). 
The “bicultural voice” points to a discourse that breaks with the historical and 
institutionalized silence students of color have lived, and rather, discusses that they are able to 
develop a deeper consciousness that supports their ability “to critically reflect upon collective 
and individual interactions with mainstream institutions” (Darder, 2011, p. 203). Participants in 
this study exemplify what the “bicultural voice” represents, by having become critical active 
agents for change in their own respective departments, communities, and lives.  
Alberto M. Ochoa (1995) discusses that schools in the U.S. refer to ethnically diverse 
students as “disadvantaged,” “economically deprived,” and having “linguistic deficits” (p. 228). 
To be ethnically diverse or bicultural is seen as a deficiency and inferior, thus forcing 
assimilation rather than recognizing or integrating what these students bring into the classroom 
(Darder, 2012, 2002). Darder (2002) posits that “within the student’s native language is 
contained the codification of lived experiences that provide the avenues for students to express 
their own realities and to question the wider social order” (p. 37). Educational practices that 
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encourage ongoing questioning and development of critical social thought provide a counter-
narrative that moves against the countless deficit and subtractive models at work when 
addressing issues of Chicana/Latina doctoral students. This allows for professors and graduate 
students to engage critically with the profound social, political, and economic issues at work in 
their lives, and nourish a deeper level of social consciousness.  
Darder (1995) suggests that marginalized communities develop the ability to navigate 
through the current social complexities and co-opting nature of social and material conditions of 
cultural domination to counter the oppressive nature of our current educational system. This 
requires, according to Darder: 
… a mode of oppositional consciousness that depends on the ability to read actual 
situations of power and to choose and adopt tactics of resistance that are best suited to 
push against the different forms of power configurations that shape actual experiences of 
injustice and inequality.” (p. 11) 
 
Chela Sandoval (2000) describes this as a differential mode of oppositional consciousness, one 
that recognizes and identifies oppositional expressions of power as consensual illusions. When 
“resistance is organized as equal-rights, revolutionary, supremacist, or separatist in function, a 
differential form of criticism would understand such mechanisms for power as transformable 
social narratives that are designed to intervene in reality for the sake of social justice” (p. 62). 
Global transcultural coalitions for egalitarian social justice, according to Sandoval, can take 
place only through this form of resistance that renegotiates technologies of power through an 
“ethically guided, skilled, and differential deployment” (p. 63).  
How can one disrupt the structures that perpetuate unequal access to intellectual and 
material resources? One can begin by restructuring educational practices that have historically 
discouraged “ongoing questioning and the development of critical social thought [where] 
teachers and their students can engage critically the profound social, political, and economic 
issues at work in their lives” (Darder, 2002, p. 15). For Darder, this shift in consciousness is 
critical in redefining our politics and reconsidering the roles schools occupy. We must hold 
schools accountable for the academically disabling impact of the banking concept (Freire, 1971) 
of education upon disenfranchised populations, in that it is intentional, purposeful, and never 
neutral.  
Educators must develop effective attitudes and practices that fully engage students’ 
diverse backgrounds. Darder (1991) challenges educators to engage critically, to question school 
 29 
structures, to learn from the lived narratives of bicultural students, and to be vigilant of capitalist-
driven academic interests. This requires developing a dialogical understanding of how power 
relations impact the school experiences of bicultural doctoral students and working collectively 
to support their pedagogical needs, while working to dismantle conditions of subjugation within 
academic settings that lead to their alienation and disconnectedness. In this manner, biculturalism 
is engaged from a sociopolitical stance. Darder, one of the first scholars to critically theorize 
biculturalism from a space of agency and praxis, argues for a more grounded understanding of 
biculturalism. The use of her work can help border theorists further complicate the discourse on 
Chicana/Latina doctoral students in U.S. postsecondary institutions.  
Alejandro Lugo (2008, 1997) refers to this socialization as borders, which bicultural 
students must cross on a daily basis in classroom spaces. Within this context, borders refer to 
those cultural barriers that bicultural students must consistently contend with, including tracking, 
racism, and the academic indifference endured by the sons and daughters of immigrants trapped 
in the “cycle of assumed prosperity.” Similarly, Giroux (2005) suggests that the concept of 
border pedagogy provides an understanding of how susceptible identity is as it “moves into 
borderlands crisscrossed within a variety of languages, experiences, and voices” (p. 26). 
Borderlands should be viewed as constituting spaces to engage both a critical analysis and as a 
potential source of “experimentation, creativity, and possibility” (p. 26). Giroux (2005) sustains 
this by stressing how the category of border: 
signals forms of transgression in which existing borders forged in domination can be 
challenged and redefined . . . it also speaks to the need to create pedagogical conditions in 
which students become border crossers in order to understand otherness in its own terms, 
and to further create borderlands in which diverse cultural resources allow for the 
fashioning of new identities within existing configurations of power. (p. 20) 
 
Darder (2002) criticizes globalization and its role/implication in dislocating and 
displacing countless populations all in the name of U.S. advancement. How then does education 
fit here and what are the repercussions, if any? I pull from California demographics here given 
how a large number of graduate students at the University of Illinois come from California and 
also because one sees the direct impact of “economic restructuring, ‘postindustrial’ conditions or 
urban life, and the ‘globalization’ of the economy” (p. 2). With this said one needs to be very 
vigilant and hold the government accountable for all of the policies and positions taken 
politically that undoubtedly hinder the progress of working class Chicanos/Latinos.  
 30 
The fundamental nature of structural inequality in the U.S. remains unchanged (Darder, 
Torres, & Gutíerrez, 1997). Darder, Torres, and Gutíerrez suggest that for the public policy 
process to be democratized, policy-makers must consider and “incorporate the political concerns 
and issues of Latino community movements in the articulation and design of public policy” 
(p. xviii). One of the leading scholars on border theory, Rosaldo (1993) discusses embodied 
social borders that shape our different identities, realities, and ways of living. He recognizes that 
one Latino immigrants inhabit an interdependent world “marked by borrowing and lending 
across porous national and cultural boundaries that are saturated with inequality, power, and 
domination” (p. 217). Ultimately, the impact of existing within this interdependent state of 
affairs is consonant with border theory. 
With this in mind, the following section engages the manner in which border theory 
informs my analysis of the needs and conditions of Chicana/Latina and queer Chicana/Chicano 
doctoral students enrolled in doctoral programs in a predominantly White campus in the 
Midwest. It examines more in-depth the varied interpretations and takes on border theory, 
particularly from an anthropological, cultural studies, and feminist approach to situate my 
argument on Chicanas/Latinas and marginalized spaces within the context of the academy. The 
multiple arguments posed here are also interrelated because they address the economic, social, 
educational, cultural, and class arguments found when discussing border theory from a space of 
possibility and discourses that transgress the rhetoric found in current media and public policy 
discourse. 
 
Border Theory 
The borders of our diverse identities, subjectivities, experiences, and communities 
connect us to each other more than they separate us, especially as such borders are 
continually changing and mutating within the fast forward dynamics of globalization 
(Giroux, 2005, p. 7). 
 
It has only been within the last two decades that Chicana/o cultural studies scholars 
adopted the concept of borderlands and the border, but their theoretical influence and 
contribution has been important and critical to the advancement in the scholarship pertaining to 
Chicanas/os and Latinas/os in the U.S. (Elenes & Delgado Bernal, 2010). By definition, border 
theory consists of a compilation of theories, different schools of thought, disciplines, and lived 
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experiences, to be situated within “changing discourses about the state, the nation, and culture” 
(Lugo, 1997, p. 46). Border theory, therefore, serves practical, metaphoric, symbolic, and 
political purposes for the discussion of Chicanas and Latinas in doctoral programs within the 
parameters of this chapter. It does not only locate the argument on Chicanas/Latinas in the 
academy geographically, but within the geopolitics of society, culture, political economy, and 
foremost education.
10
  
C. Alejandra Elenes and Dolores Delgado Bernal (2010) recognize the contribution of 
borderland/border theories as offering critical conceptual tools that allow for the deconstruction 
of the subjective locations of Latinas/os in the U.S. and particularly within the U.S. educational 
system. They situate borderland/border theories as having been developed by Mexican American 
scholars who historicized the Mexico-U.S. border region as an anchor from which to discuss the 
positions of Chicanos/Latinos in the U.S. More specifically, scholars use it to explain the 
colonization of the Mexican people who have a history predating back the Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo in 1848. This contemporary period in history is an important one for those of us in 
education, given how it continues to perpetuate the inadequate education of Chicanos/Latinos in 
the Southwest (Darder, 2002). Through the rise of folklore, fiction, theory, and historical 
analysis, border theorist are able to bring forth an interdisciplinary approach to the engagement 
with border theory (Saavedra & Nymark, 2008). 
Borders, as suggested by Anzaldúa (1987), define places considered safe and unsafe, 
intended to divide, to differentiate the us from the them, to separate, to Other, to inferiorize, to 
marginalize. Anzaldúa’s conceptualization of borderland theories is accredited with inspiring 
numerous scholars from different fields to employ her conceptualizations of mestiza 
consciousness, facultad, and nepantla “to explore alternative ways of knowing and experiencing 
the world (Elenes & Delgado Bernal, 2010, p. 72). Similarly, Giroux (2005) considers the 
concept of borders to serve as a referent for comprehending the “co-mingling—sometimes 
clash—of multiple cultures, languages, literacies, histories, sexualities, and identities” (p. 2). For 
Giroux, conceptualizing borders in this manner provides a space to critically engage the politics 
of power that widen or shrink “the distance and connectedness among individuals, groups, and 
                                                 
10
 Definitions of fronteras (borders), borderlands, and border crossings employed here are those introduced by 
Gloria E. Anzaldúa (1987), C. Alejandra Elenes (2004), Henry A. Giroux (2005), Alejandro Lugo (2000), and 
Renato Rosaldo (1993). 
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places” (p. 2). Likewise, Lugo (2008) argues that to understand the political and practical 
significance of border theory, it needs to be reimagined within “terrains of Power” (p. 214).  
Anzaldúa’s (1990) concept of mental nepantilism refers to a mestiza’s consciousness 
being torn between ways; in this space, “la mestiza is a product of the transfer of the cultural and 
spiritual values of one group to another” (p. 377). She further writes how la mestiza “undergoes a 
struggle of flesh, a struggle of borders, an inner war” (p. 378). Anzaldúa proposes how cultural 
collision happens with the coming together of two self-consistent but incompatible forms of 
reference. It is in this manner that we get multiple opposing messages, and we cope with it by 
deconstructing duality. She embraces and challenges ambivalence and contradiction in order to 
transform systems of categorization (also see Rodriguez, 2003).  
Alicia Gaspar de Alba (1995) defines border as a geographical, political, and personal 
space, which epitomizes the conflicts and contradictions of a binational, tricultural, and 
multilingual identity. In this manner, the border “incorporates both difference and differánce 
because Chicano/a identity is always in the process of defining itself in contrast to ‘the other 
side,’ and that process is/has been always historically specific” (p. 106). Likewise, Juana María 
Rodríguez (2003) argues that it is precisely because one has to define oneself in opposition to the 
dominant culture that ethnic/national identities are considered decipherable by society-at-large. 
Similarly, Rosaldo (1993) employs the notion of border zones to argue that “the fiction of the 
uniformly shared culture increasingly seems more tenuous than useful” (p. 207). 
While borderlands and border crossings are consistently employed as a 
theoretical/metaphorical construct, the geographical reality of the border refers more directly to 
the actual policing that takes place by the Border Patrol. It is this latter concept that is 
“sanctioned by nation-state policy makers and by government officials” (Lugo, 2000, p. 356). 
Likewise, Giroux (2005) suggests the need for a strategy of resistance for combating the 
proliferation of policed borders facilitated by a culture of fear. He warns how the militarization 
of the U.S. post September 11 has facilitated the imposition of the U.S. as a “closed and 
authoritarian society” (p. 3). Giroux further cautions that we need to remain vigilant in these 
times of post-democratic processes, where concentrated economic and political power remain in 
the hands of the power elite. Thus, the concept of border crossings, as presented by Giroux 
(2005), calls for new approaches to create a public pedagogy “capable of connecting the local 
and the global, the economic sphere and cultural politics, as well as public and higher education 
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and the pressing social demands of the larger society” (p. 6). In recognizing and thus privileging 
the varied borders that individuals encounter, inhabit, and cross, Giroux brings to the forefront 
the importance in understanding that as individuals, there is more that connects us as a people 
than that which separates us.  
Borderland scholars seek to explain the condition of Chicanas/os and Latinas/os “living 
between worlds, cultures, and languages” (Elenes & Delgado Bernal, 2010, p. 72). Understood 
as undetermined places inhabited by marginalized communities, the borderlands are by default, 
transitory in nature (Anzaldúa, 1987). For Anzaldúa, the borderlands are “physically present 
wherever two or more cultures edge upon each other, where people of different races occupy the 
same territory, where different social classes touch, where the space between two individuals 
shrinks with intimacy” (preface). This border identity extends beyond the territorial and physical 
to encompass the spiritual, which represents for Anzaldúa a place of unmistakable 
contradictions.  
An important question that border theorists seek to address is: How is culture (re)defined 
within the politics of globalization? Adapting Américo Paredes’ interpretation, culture represents 
“an arena of social conflict, of popular opposition to domination,” as cited by Alicia Schmidt 
Camacho (2008, p. 41). The notion of culture is fundamentally connected to the political 
economy, inherently linked to the modes of production that impact social formations.
11
 Here, 
culture refers to the entire texture of a society and the way in which language, symbols, 
meanings, beliefs, and values organize social practices. It also speaks to the distinctive ways of 
life, shared values, and meanings, common to different groups—nations, classes, subculture, and 
historical periods. Robert Bocock (1996) similarly defines culture as a set of practices by which 
meanings are produced and exchanged within communities. 
Immigration. Historically, U.S.-México relations have disproportionally benefited U.S. 
political and economic interests, at the expense of displaced and impoverished immigrant 
communities. Anzaldúa (1987) argues that the border has always been “una herida abierta” (p. 
3). Similarly, Saskia Sassen (1998) posits that the U.S. represents a giant that imposes itself on 
“underdeveloped” countries. Thus, understanding the politics of immigration helps to illustrate 
the development of the non-homogeneous Mexicanas/os biculturalization. Migrants, according to 
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 A. Darder, Critical Issues in Scholarship and Publishing seminar lecture, August 30, 2005. 
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Henk Overbeek (1995), respond to the lack of or “absence of long-term development 
perspectives in the Third World and look to improve their children’s prospects by migrating” 
(p. 16). As Mexicanas/os present a presumed threat to the U.S. nation-state, the latter has 
responded by developing what Kearney (1998) identifies as new disciplines to control its 
territorial boundaries and the cultural conditions upon which they are predicated. According to 
Kearney, “within capitalist society the social construction of reality occurs within the structured 
relations of classes of persons, those who study and consume the knowledge produced and those 
who are the objects, the raw materials of the knowledge” (p. 131).  
The continued movement of Mexicanas/os across the U.S.-Mexico border is an indication 
of the entrenched inequalities “between the Mexican and U.S. economies [that] continue to draw 
Mexican workers north, and conditions of deprivation . . . make them vulnerable to exploitation” 
(Schmidt Camacho, 2008, p. 55). Current discussion on immigration debates center on the ever-
expanding number of undocumented immigrants entering the U.S. What is not often discussed is 
the United States’ involvement in the displacement of entire communities from their hometowns. 
The United States’ postindustrial interests and globalization’s effect on economic and political 
conditions has made it such that there is forced emigration into the U.S., or precipitation of 
regional struggles, such as those in Chiapas, to maintain their sovereignty (Darder, 2011, 2007, 
2002). One needs to be critical of the manner by which the U.S. has single handedly controlled 
the economic reserve of many countries from Latin and South America. No neutrality is 
practiced in this space—it is about exercising power in communities that have been weakened 
and economies that have kept the majority of people impoverished. 
Current anti-immigrant state legislation, including Arizona’s SB107012 and the future of 
the DREAM Act
13
 are direct attacks against documented and undocumented Chicano/Latino 
immigrants. Since 2010, the number of anti-immigrant bills that passed in state legislatures has 
increased significantly. Yet, the reality is that there is no major credible systemic research that 
shows that undocumented immigrants are taking the jobs away from U.S.-born citizenry, nor that 
they are inundating college classrooms and supplanting their White counterparts. Norman K. 
Denzin (2007) cautions that one cannot “allow discussions of immigration policy become a 
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 Arizona SB1070 is a legislative Act in the state of Arizona. To date, it is one of the strictest anti-immigration 
measures in recent U.S. history.  
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 The DREAM Act is legislation to assist undocumented youth to obtain American citizenship that would provide a 
path for them to pursue higher education or military service. 
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justification for attacks on persons of color” (p. xiv). Rather, one needs to understand the 
implications such immigration policies have on the economic and political structures in place in 
the U.S. 
The hegemonic notion of Otherness carries transnational implications because its social 
construction is often generated to justify injustices, exploitation, and domination on laboring 
bodies (Alexander, 2008; Schmidt Camacho, 2008; Staudt & Spener, 1998).
14
 The fictitious 
construction and categorization of Mexicana/o as the Other and the policing of their bodies 
renders these invisible, while simultaneously criminalizing them. The regulation of the brown 
body and its movement, as Cindy Cruz’ (2006) theorizes, has often determined how Latinas/os 
continue to be surveilled by the ever-vigilance that embodies U.S. capitalist accumulation, 
particularly as to how it has been “regulated and governed in schools and other social 
institutions” (p. 68). For instance, a concern over the supposed increase in immigration patterns 
in recent years has led to the bashing of disenfranchised groups, particularly Mexicanas/os who 
have either crossed the border or are presumed to have done so (the latter referring to those 
Mexicanas/os who have resided in the U.S. for generations, but who nevertheless are treated as 
foreigners).
15
 Yet, Cruz further suggests that it is in understanding the brown body and its 
subjugation that one can reclaim one’s narrative and develop radical projects of transformation. 
According to Carola Suárez-Orozco and Marcelo M. Suárez-Orozco (2001), 
undocumented immigrants in the U.S. comprise roughly 10% of the foreign born immigrant 
population. This represents an estimate of two to five million undocumented immigrants. They 
further estimate that anywhere from 250,000 to 500,000 enter the country undocumented every 
year. It is important to note that contrary to common assumption and generalization of “illegal 
crossings,” roughly half of today’s undocumented population actually cross the border without 
inspection or documentation—the other half hold expired visas, with Canadians representing the 
fourth largest group of undocumented immigrants in the U.S. today. 
What is occurring to the influx caused by economically forced immigration and the ever-
growing rechazo (rejection) and repudiation of immigrants coming from industrialized countries 
such as México? How are the cultures shifting, changing? What about the generations of 
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 According to Schmidt Camacho (2008), transnational emerged as a term with the emergence of social movements 
of laborers “within and across national boundaries” which came about with the expansion of “capitalist agriculture 
and the Mexican revolution” (p. 60). 
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 The U.S.-México border extends and embodies 2,000 miles of human crossings and industry trade (Bejarano, 
2005). 
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immigrants who have resided in the U.S. longer than Whites? How correlated are the 
discriminatory practices against Mexicanas/os (rendered foreigners, regardless of their legal 
status) in the U.S. to those against migrant workers in Western European countries that, 
according to Castles (2002) continue to be exploited decades after the labor migrations of the 
1960s? These questions are asked within the context of how bicultural students are taught in the 
classroom. How are their different lived histories understood and incorporated into the 
pedagogical practices implemented in U.S. graduate level course curriculums? How can one then 
disrupt the homogeneity of the dominant discourse within the context of their education (Darder, 
2012, 2002; Giroux, 2005)?  
The current immigration debates in the U.S. are indeed, closely correlated to those in 
European countries, whereas Castles (2000) states, racial categorization was integral to the rise 
of nationalism. National myths were created to differentiate and thus exclude specific races and 
ethnic groups, while incorporating others into the nation-state. The reality of the matter is that all 
peoples, as Castles further stresses, were the result of “historical processes of migration and 
intermingling” (p. 166). It is clear how racism operates as a social phenomenon that imposes 
categories of fixed biological or cultural characteristics, as Castles moreover indicates, that leads 
to the inferiorization of targeted groups. Perhaps his most crucial point is that “racism always 
implies power (which can be political, economic, social, or cultural) to impose a definition of the 
Other on the subordinate group” (p. 167). 
The history of democratic nation-states, as delineated by Castles (2000), has been one of 
complacency and exclusiveness, largely characterized by “colonialism, treatment of internal 
ethnic minorities . . . and . . . exploitation of migrant workers” (p. 169). In an interview, 
referencing data from the Pew Hispanic Center, Lugo cites that as of March 2005, out of 9.1 
million undocumented adult immigrants in the U.S., only 7.2 million were employed, thus 
accounting for a mere 4.9% of the entire American labor force which totals 140 million workers. 
Lugo emphasizes how those referenced includes undocumented immigrants from around the 
world, not only Latinos.
16
 The relevance of this statistic is that since the U.S. abolished 
discriminatory immigration rules of 1965, Non-European immigrants, as Castles (2000) notes, 
have been subjugated to overt racism, particularly as it relates to Latina/o immigration.  
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The inculcated and fostered fear of mass Latina/o immigration has perpetuated hostilities 
and rendered racist political actions against socio-economically marginalized groups such as 
immigrant Latinos, often leading to this population’s continued lack of political power and 
exclusion from full participation in postsecondary institutions (also reference Suárez-Orozco & 
Suárez-Orozco, 2001). Likewise, Carlos G. Velez-Ibañez (2004) projects the persistence of 
economic inequality, steep social stratification, and poor levels of educational attainment for 
border populations. This is problematic when considering Mexicanas/os’ substantial contribution 
to the stability of the U.S. economy. 
The pain inflicted by the nostalgia for one’s country of origin is ever-present as is the 
urge to return to one’s roots.17 Personally, every time I step into tierra Mexicana I am 
transformed by the immediacy with which I reconnect to my homeland, that same homeland that 
Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) understands as one’s identity, that feeling of having finally returned 
home. I feel part of this México; the smell of the dirt, of nature, of el campo es acogedor; visiting 
my parents’ hometown in Michoacán, a feeling of deep connection envelopes and embraces me, 
although one can feel the impact of immigration, of lost opportunities for people to continue 
living in their own ciudades (cities) and pueblos (towns) without having to cross to el otro lado 
(to the other side of the border) for economic subsistence. These geographic and cultural 
elements of diasporic magnitude are central to countless immigrants negotiating their identity, 
while caught in the midst of fluidity and tensions. Displacement and dislocation of families 
immigrating to the U.S. continues to worsen, as a globalizing agricultural economy has 
significantly compromised the self-sufficiency of countless communities just like my parents’ 
hometown (Darder, 2011, 2007, 2002). 
The town of Acquitzeramo, Michoacán is a ghost town, with the exception de las fiestas 
de diciembre y enero (of the festivities of December and January) and the summers, when most 
return from the States to spend time in the homes they have constructed with dólares (dollars). 
These houses remain uninhabited and abandoned for most of the year, while the majority of their 
owners work long hours as small business owners and entrepreneurs, contractors, construction or 
factory workers, farm laborers, janitors, or housekeepers (many of whom are predisposed and 
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 The manner in which nostalgia is utilized here embodies more of a theoretical agency and embodiment that 
connotes and carries feelings of loss, displacement, and lack of identity. It is not merely an idealized form of longing 
for the past, but rather, a process of recovering one’s history and place, one’s situatedness in the world we 
operate/function in, from a place of agency. 
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relegated to cheap labor). The majority of Acquitzeramo’s inhabitants have been in the U.S. for 
decades, including my extended family, most of who reside predominately in California and 
Arizona. Much of the town’s subsistence relies heavily (almost exclusively) on the economic 
remittances sent by family members now residing in the States, who work arduously to preserve 
the integrity of their homeland. I walk the streets and feel the acompañamiento of spirits, of 
histories, of echoes of the past. This nostalgia consumes my soul, in recognizing that indeed, I do 
not completely belong ni en México ni en los Estados Unidos. This feeling of not belonging ni 
aqui ni allá (neither here nor there) is a painful realization, as articulated in Anzaldúa’s (1999) 
reference to the hybrid identities experienced by immigrants. She discusses that these converge 
into a “synergy of two cultures with various degrees of Mexicanness or Angloness” (p. 85). This 
loss of belonging and questioning within one’s own communities is something many struggle 
with, as one navigates and negotiates through two worlds, la vida Americana y la tradición 
Mexicana (also reference The Latina Feminist Group, 2001; Segura & Zavella, 2007). 
Stuart Hall (1996) posits how modern societies are by definition “societies of constant, 
rapid, and permanent change” (p. 599). Likewise, Michael Kearney (1998) suggests how 
political borders and border identities are ambiguous, changing, and continuously contested 
within the boundaries of nation-states. Kearney discusses how the nature of the border itself has 
become a region where the culture, society, and state of the U.S. encounter the Third World in a 
“zone of contested space, capital, and meanings” (p. 117).18 Specifically, Kearney is concerned 
with issues having to do with the lack of correspondence between the borders and boundaries of 
the nation-state, concluding that the nation-state is necessary for the development of capitalism 
under modernity. Modernity in this context is interpreted in the manner Stephen Castles (2000) 
employs it, specifically, “[m]odernity has meant colonization of the rest of the world, not only in 
the direct sense of political control, but also through the diffusion of Western cultural values” 
(p. 164). 
Rosaldo (1997) problematizes how the utilization of “alien” allows for the bigotry toward 
Latinos, particularly when claims of illegality are associated to this (non)citizenry. Particularly, 
how does language and words serve to construct, exclude, and regulate space, agendas, and 
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 The Third World concept derived as a global symbol of the movement against white domination, as suggested by 
Castles (2000), during the late 1960s and 1970s. Although it is a term readily utilized to discuss under-developed 
countries, there are those, such as Sidney W. Mintz (1975) who find the term inaccurate and rather useless. 
Nevertheless, the term will be briefly engaged throughout this chapter.  
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bodies within immigration discourse? Americans’ (including U.S.-born and naturalized 
Mexicanas/os) fear that Mexicans will take over their job security, neighborhoods, and economy, 
largely instigated by propagandized media imagery of Mexicanidad and Latinidad.
19
 What these 
debates lack, as suggested by Darder (2002) and others (i.e., Castles, 2000; Ochoa, 1995), is a 
counter-narrative analysis of what has caused significant migration patterns, and more so, since 
the 1994 signing of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) between the U.S., 
México, and Canada. In fact, it is well documented that Latino workers have endured higher 
rates of job displacement, since the inception of NAFTA, and now with the current recession 
than any other racial group (Sampaio, 2002).
20
  
Border theory and the graduate student experience. The conditions Chicana/Latina 
doctoral students face run the risk of affecting their scholarship, their production of knowledge, 
their contribution to the field, and most importantly, their potential contribution to their own 
communities—all which are an integral part of their lives (Lugo, 2008; Rosaldo, 1993). This is 
something many of us will continue to struggle with, as we attempt to reconcile our own 
privileges within the academy and the relationship and connectedness (or disconnectedness) we 
may feel with our respective communities. Moreover, despite our relative privileges compared to 
other Chicanas/Latinas, we remain bordered souls.  
Our reality is that as bicultural beings we learn to coexist within both cultures, which has 
us live the dynamic within bicultural crisis. As graduate students we learn to adapt and function 
in both cultures through a series of developmental stages (Darder, 2012). Within the context of 
the university, the graduate school level becomes so much more deeply pronounced to issues of 
oppression and the forces with which one constantly struggles. Nowhere is this more apparent 
than in the narratives that will be later discussed in this study. 
This section examines the ways in which borderland and border theories contribute to the 
understanding of educational research, praxis, and scholarship, and specifically, how it can be 
employed when looking at Chicanas/Latinas in doctoral programs. It begins by explaining the 
theoretical foundations of borderland and border theorizing. Adopted from cultural studies, these 
show their influence on Latina/o scholarship. It also identifies specific concepts of borderland 
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 Also reference the Pew Hispanic Center’s report: Unemployment rose sharply among Latino immigrants in 2003, 
published on 2.12.2009, http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=102. 
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and border theories that are important in the field of education and that have served to advance 
the field.  
Borders represent painful matrices that operate often as divisions amongst those who 
emerge from marginalized spaces. Sometimes, as underrepresented groups ourselves, we are 
pinned against each other, bordered, separated by different ideologies and frames of thought. We 
have been groomed to separate ourselves from one another if our philosophies are not aligned. 
Often times this produces further painful separations, where we can easily compromise each 
other’s well-being, rather than provide nurturing spaces of compassion or the love that Freire 
(2000; 2006b) and Darder and Mirón (2006) speak about as not a romantic one, but the 
revolutionary love that offers the possibility of transformative change and growth. Love in this 
sense, “is a political principle through which we struggle to create mutually life-enhancing 
opportunities for all people” (p. 150).  
Rosaldo (1993) calls for diversification of classrooms where spaces for discomfort and 
resistance can become embedded in new emerging pedagogical practices, resulting then, in 
transformative educational patterns. Rosaldo, like Anzaldúa (1999, 1987), engages the discussion 
of pain—the pain that comes from how close or distant one feels to the assigned course material 
readings, which oftentimes excludes the Mexicana/o, the Latino, the Chicano. If colleges and 
universities are the primary beneficiaries of diversity (Rosaldo, 1993), why then have these 
institutions been resistant to transformative revisions in the curriculum, hiring practices, and 
retention of junior faculty of color, in addition to improving recruitment, retention, and 
graduation rates of historically underrepresented student populations? 
Critical scholars challenge how schools and other educational spaces should be seen as 
localities where culture, power, and knowledge merge to bring about new ways of knowing and 
reading the world, through the production of particular identities, narratives, and social practices 
(Darder, 2012, 2011, 2002, 1995, 1991; Freire, 2006a, 2006b, 2000; Giroux, 2006). As Rosaldo 
(1993) suggests, “working for institutional change requires coordinated efforts [that] can be 
guided by a set of principles for achieving diversity in higher education” (p. ix). To counter this, 
educators must work to forge a critical understanding of border crossings that substantially 
considers the cultures, languages, and identities of immigrant students in the U.S. It is only by 
doing so that transformative paradigms can emerge for the possibility of a more defined and 
integral education for bicultural communities, not only in the U.S., but globally. Embedded here 
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is the concept of cultural politics, where educators have to recognize the structures of power 
inherent in the ability to give meaning and define the world. It is through this process that the 
transformation of existing social inequalities begins. Nowhere is this more real than in the 
education of immigrant college students who must grapple with cultural conflicts in the midst of 
their educational formation. 
The growing concern in educating diverse students stems not from the educational 
system(s) in the U.S. being unequipped to do so, but rather, as Darder (2002) suggests, it is a 
direct result of the recognition that immigrant populations “are not going away, they are not 
assimilating as predicted, and they can no longer be ignored” (p. 3). So the settled 
microaggressions performed on doctoral students who are approached by others with the 
assumption that they are international students, (although many are U.S. citizens by birth or 
naturalization) is indicative of the discomfort felt by those supportive of the status quo that many 
of us are working to disrupt with our scholarship.  
 
Critical Race Theory  
Critical Race Theory (CRT) refers to a specific set of practices and theories developed by 
scholars of color in the 1990s. CRT seeks to promote a social justice framework by redressing 
social inequalities. Originating from legal scholarship, CRT has become a strong tenet within the 
field of education, particularly because it locates race as the central departure from where to 
engage the access to and/or problems found within the education of Chicanas/os, Latinas/os, 
Blacks, and Native Americans in the U.S.  
Gloria Ladson-Billings (1998) identifies five tenets of CRT useful in the field of 
education when addressing institutional racism. These include: (a) the naming and discussing the 
daily experiences of racism in the U.S. which disadvantages people of color; (b) expose and 
deconstruct race neutral policies and practices which entrench the disparate treatment of people 
of color; (c) legitimize and promote the voices and narrative of people of color as sources of 
critique of the dominant order which devalues them; (d) revisit civil rights law and liberalism to 
address their inability to dismantle and expunge discriminatory socio-political relationships, and 
(e) change and improve the race neutral and multicultural movements in education which have 
made White student behavior the norm (see also Stovall, 2006). 
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In an effort to “change and improve” that which has made White student behavior the 
norm, the two tenets of CRT that I employ in this study’s analysis are personal narratives and 
microaggressions, tenets three and one, respectively. As a tool, testimonios, a form of Indigenous 
and decolonizing methodology, further encourage the discussion and analysis of this study. 
Embedded in the discussion is the influence of Women of Color Feminist theory and borderland 
and border theories—each of which serves to inform one another and further problematize the 
discussion on issues facing Chicana/Latina doctoral students, of which I will discuss in great 
detail in Chapter Three.  
Testimonios. Central to the engagement of a critical narrative and decolonizing approach 
to this study is the inclusion of testimonio to the discussion. Testimonio, as defined by Espino, 
Munoz, and Kiyama (2010), “is a dynamic, Chicana feminist space that relocates the lived 
experiences of the Other from the margins to the center of educational discourse, becoming more 
powerful and transformative form of narrative” (p. 805). The contribution of testimonios became 
central during the second wave feminist movement, which honored women’s stories and 
demonstrated how personal experience embodies larger political meanings (Latina Feminist 
Group, 2001). The Latina Feminist Group (2001) sees testimonio “as a crucial means of bearing 
witness and inscribing into history those lived realities that would otherwise succumb to the 
alchemy of erasure” (p. 2). In this sense, testimonios serve to challenge the status quo and power 
structures found in academia and other spaces. In using testimonio as a method, one is able to 
“expose the complexities within Latina lived experience[s] and engage[s] individual stories to 
facilitate an understanding of the larger collective” (Espino, Vega, Rendón, Ranero, & Muñiz, 
2012, p. 446).  
I insert my testimonio to draw from my own experience as an emerging scholar having 
navigated the educational system; I use my testimonio here in order to critically engage with my 
data sources as well as embody a decolonial approach that is central to my study. In bringing my 
whole person into the research process, I am able to critically interrogate and challenge power 
structures that continue to suppress disfranchised communities of color. In grounding my work in 
my lived history and those of the communities that inform my scholarship, I am privileging the 
participants’ narratives to contribute to new forms of knowledge. 
Cherrie Moraga (2010) argues that women of color scholars cannot disassociate the 
deeply personal from their scholarship, for this is what forges their politics. Hence, emerging 
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scholars need to nurture themselves through their own testimonios to help birth new 
epistemologies, new ways of theorizing, and interpreting their disciplines. Researchers owe it to 
themselves and to the home/s they left behind; in doing so, they are (re)claiming their lived 
stories, their lived histories (also see Anzaldúa, 1987; Mutua & Swadener, 2004). Central to this 
study are critical narrative and decolonizing methods; I thus include my testimonio as an 
imperative tool. I adopted a decolonial approach not only in the reading of the narratives 
collected here but also in the way I apply the writing and process to the entire study. 
Moraga (2010) proposes that one creates home wherever one finds oneself—within one’s 
writings, reflections, communities, recuerdos, and geographies. She considers how when women 
of color recuperate memory, they also reclaim their indigenous memory—one which functions as 
a strategy for resistance—what Moraga identifies as a geography of remembrance. Similarly, the 
Latina Feminist Group (2001) expresses how “the emotional force and intellectual depth of 
testimonio is a springboard for theorizing about Latinidades in the academy, in our communities, 
and in our lives” (p. 2). 
Testimonio has the effect of privileging and centering the subaltern experience and voice 
in ways that traditional research tools fail to do so (Beverley, 2004; The Latina Feminist Group, 
2001). Its ethical and epistemological authority, according to John Beverley (2004), “derives 
from the fact that we are meant to presume that its narrator is someone who has lived in his or 
her person, or indirectly through the experiences of [others] . . . the events and experiences that 
he or she narrates . . . what makes them history, is the relation between the temporal sequence of 
those events and the sequence of the life of the narrators” (pp. 3-4). Furthermore, Beverley 
suggests that testimonio is concerned with a “problematic social situation” directly experienced 
by the narrator herself/himself (p. 33). In this instance, Beverley further implies that the situation 
of the narrator must be representative of a social class or group. 
The narratives and testimonios written by women of color feminists serve to deconstruct 
dominant discourses. When women of color feminists inscribe their testimonios, articulate their 
lived oppressions (i.e., absence of choice) , and perform (i.e., spoken word) their everyday 
experiences of domination and resistance, they are indeed an expression of “oppositional 
consciousness” situated in broader historical contexts (The Latina Feminist Group, 2001; 
McCann & Kim, 2003; Sandoval, 2000; Darder 1995). Furthermore, Linda Tuhiwai Smith 
(1999) asserts that testimonies “intersect with claiming because they are means through which 
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oral evidence is presented . . . [i]ndigenous testimonies are a way of talking about an extremely 
painful event or series of events” (p. 144).  
Testimonios provide us with an effective tool to engage, challenge, and counter our 
experiences—to create our own spaces by sharing our own our own stories—pushing forward 
the work of Chicana/Latina feminist scholarship, while resisting a marginalized identity. When 
we insert our testimonios—when we produce our work—we use our research as a tool to 
interrogate and bring forth the complexities and layers of what constitutes the experiences of 
Chicanas/Latinas. It is an enormous privilege and responsibility to our familias (families), our 
communities, to those who have facilitated and/or promoted our advancement through the 
academy, and to us. Our writing, thus, is a way of paying forward—of advancing the literature—
of imparting and developing a new language or furthering it to challenge and promote greater 
policy changes. This scholarship speaks to the experiences of women of color in the academy. 
Through the employment of rhetoric of difference, for example, as proposed by Flores (1996), 
Chicana/Latina feminists and doctoral students alike, can forge an identity that counters the one 
imposed by mainstream definitions. This is one of the ways by which we can begin to create our 
own spaces—our own homes—our own voices. 
The Chicana/Latina doctoral student narratives introduced in Chapter Five speak to the 
critical tensions that exist in the education of bicultural Chicana/Latina graduate students 
pursuing advanced degrees, such as negotiating culture, language, and identity in the midst of a 
politics of assimilation in U.S. pedagogical practices. Through insertion of testimonios into one’s 
research projects, one can further disrupt the violent notions of homogenization attributed to 
communities marginalized and vastly under valorized. This study recognizes the importance of 
counter-narratives (or testimonios) to the existing historization of the Mexicana/o immigrant 
within the U.S. context and the educational attainments (or lack thereof) of this population. Thus, 
this study addresses many of the critical subjectivities that are pedagogically at work in the 
schooling of doctoral students of Mexicana/o and Latina/o descent living in the U.S.  
The counter story serves to challenge the normative positions that adhere in dominant 
spaces, such as those found in the academy. It serves to identify the needs and desires for 
communities of color, and specifically, for the women of color doctoral students in this study. A 
counter story then, borrowing from Stovall (2006), provides a base from which “to pose 
alternatives to education systems that operate to further marginalize communities of color” 
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(p. 244). Testimonio as a tool denounces microaggressions by challenging the status quo/power 
structures and theorizes oppression in a way that (re)claims social agency. What follows is a 
discussion on the notion of microaggressions and how its dynamics are fully expressed in 
counter-narratives (Dunbar, 2006). Specifically, it challenges deficit, racialized notions of under-
represented groups (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001).  
Microaggressions. Daniel Solorzano, Miguel Ceja, and Tara Yosso (2000) define 
microaggressions as subtle insults, as condescension, and forms of racism made towards people 
of color. Microaggressions can manifest themselves in verbal, nonverbal, and/or visual forms. 
Solorzano, Ceja, and Yosso, in citing Davis (1989), attribute racial microaggressions to the 
“unconscious attitudes of White superiority and constitute a verification of [people of color’s] 
inferiority” (p. 60). Solorzano, Ceja, and Yosso’s (2000) study on African American students at 
three universities reveals that “racial microaggressions exist in both academic and social spaces 
in the collegiate environment” (Solorzano, Ceja, and Yosso, 2000, p. 60). Their study showed 
that racial microaggressions negatively impact the campus racial climate. The cumulative weight 
and burden of microaggressions take a toll on students of color who are the targets of such 
assaults. What is to be understood is that racism “is about institutional power, a form of power 
that people of color—that is, non-Whites—in the United States have never possessed” 
(Solorzano, Ceja, and Yosso, 2000, p. 61). Likewise, Darder’s (2012, 2011, 2005, 2002, 1994) 
work has consistently challenged institutional power for its hegemonic structure, for not 
providing the spaces for students to be able to bring to the table their experiential knowledge.  
 
Women of Color Feminist Theory  
Women of color feminist theory is one of the theoretical frameworks that informs my 
study because it traditionally utilizes narrative methods to explain the social conditions of 
marginalized populations. I provide a brief overview of the development of Chicana feminist 
thought and its contribution to a border feminist perspectives because of its interdisciplinary 
approach to the dynamic interactions of gender/class/race/ and sexuality. By virtue of the 
interdisciplinary approach of feminist thought, I was able to analyze my work in such a way that 
captures the multifaceted nature that is the Chicana/Latina and queer Chicana/Chicano student 
educational experience that is often overlooked at the doctoral level. 
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Women of color feminisms open the space to challenge normativities and limitations that 
have shaped the educational trajectory of Chicanas/Latinas in the academy. Its intersectionalities 
allow for a deeper engagement and discussion on issues Chicanas/Latinas face, particularly those 
associated with la familia (the family), comunidad (community), networks, and human agency. 
Women of color feminisms engage the theoretical with the practical, in such a way that it 
provides a platform from which to surface the tensions and agencies at work in how Chicana/os 
and Latina/os are experiencing education. Furthermore, women of color feminist theory 
problematizes patriarchal ways of knowing by extending the analysis beyond the household to 
the state.  
For those of us belonging to the generations following Moraga and Anzaldúa’s (1981), 
This bridge called my back: Writings by radical women of color and Anzaldúa’s (1987) 
Borderlands/La frontera: The new mestiza, these texts have been canonical not only for their 
intellectual vigor, but for the manner in which they speak to the tumultuous experiences we 
encounter as women of color inside and outside the walls of academia. In doing so, Moraga, 
Anzaldúa, and other Chicana feminists have provided a theoretical foundation, language, and 
precedent for other women of color to utilize, build and help further these theories. Chapter 
Three is dedicated to women of color feminist thought, therefore, further discussion will be 
engaged in the following chapter. 
 
Conclusion  
By looking closely at the micro-level forms of racism experienced by the Chicana/Latina 
doctoral students in this study, the intent is to identify factors that blur the university’s 
commitment to diversity and equal access. In the spirit of Darder’s (2012, 2011, 2005, 1991) 
biculturalism, Solorzano, Ceja, and Yosso’s (2000) critique of the cultural deficit model and in 
light of Angela Valenzuela’s (1999) critique of subtractive schooling, I center the experiences of 
the Chicana/Latina doctoral students in this study. It is my intention that this will contribute and 
shed light to the dismantling of the institutional power structures in place in institutions of higher 
education. This study therefore, takes into account the intersectionalities between race (through 
the lens of critical race theory), class (critical theory of biculturalism), immigration (border 
theory), gender and sexuality (women of color feminist theory), in addition to analyzing and 
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critiquing structures of power and empire (decolonizing approach) as these relate to the 
experiences of Chicana/Latina doctoral students. 
The historical disempowerment and exclusion of subjugated communities within 
classroom spaces pushes many to assimilate into the American way of life, adapting values 
outside their own culturas (cultures). As the demographics of Mexicana/o college students 
increases and educational policies intensify, assimilative practices due to fiscal exigencies, issues 
of biculturalism, and the phenomenon of border crossings can be employed within the context of 
university life to gain a better understanding of the inequalities that Latina graduate students 
face. Ignoring the realities faced by marginalized students, such as these, serves to intensify the 
inequalities inherent in the Eurocentric and class-bound culture of the academy. 
The emergence of new epistemological approaches in the fields of education, ethnic 
studies, and gender and women studies provides the possibility for lived histories that have been 
historically silenced to be privileged within our fields of research. As Peter McLaren (2004) 
writes, “critical pedagogy is a way of thinking about, negotiating, and transforming the 
relationship among classroom teaching, the production of knowledge, the constitutional 
structures of the school, and the social and material relations of the wider community, society, 
and nation-state” (pp. 441-442). Paulo Freire (2000) argues repeatedly that no human action can 
occur without understanding and transcending the current conditions, in order to change them. 
Therefore, there is a need for the restoration of true generosity through the development of a 
deeper consciousness, where educators do not see themselves as the saviors, or as the ones 
imparting all the knowledge, but rather, as collaborators in partnership with students, who also 
have something to teach the educator (Darder, 2012, 2002, 1991; Rosaldo, 1993). 
Darder (2011, 2002) challenges educators to break through the hegemonic forces at work 
in traditional educational policies that perpetuate the systematic inferiorization of subordinate 
groups. For this to occur, educators need to recognize that bicultural knowledge seeks to address 
the different strategies of survival adopted by students of color as a result of the tension between 
the conflicting cultural values and conditions of cultural subordination. Furthermore, they must 
be open to learning from other communities of struggle around the world, remaining ever-
cognizant of schooling policies and practices that attempt to deactivate the strength and 
knowledge of immigrant students whose lives are shaped by the phenomenon of border 
crossings. Combined, the four theories discussed in this chapter allow for the privileging of the 
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poor and working classes—the subordinated—through a complex and rigorous theoretical 
conceptualization.  
This study does not intend to suggest that the lived experiences of all Chicanas/Latinas in 
doctoral programs have been or will be similar. I do suggest that given similar narratives the 
potential for experiencing similar obstacles does exist; and thus require the attention of policy 
makers, and educational institutions if equal access and experiences are to be granted to the ever 
growing presence and influence of Chicanas/Latinas in all aspects of American life. The research 
methods employed here allow for particular stories to be told, for salient features to be 
exemplified, and for documenting of the stories not commonly told or understood such that 
necessary advances in educational policy, with respect to the life of Chicana/Latina doctoral 
students, are made. 
The discussion that follows in the next chapter provides an overview of the literature on 
feminist thought and more specifically, the evolution of Chicana feminist thought. Highlighted 
are the tensions, contradictions, and affinities between the different feminist theoretical 
frameworks. Their intersectionalities, thus, allow for a deeper understanding and discussion of 
issues faced by women of color in the academy. As will be demonstrated, Chicana feminist 
theory in conjunction with border theory offer what Elenes and Delgado Bernal (2010) identify 
as “conceptual tools to account for the complexities of Latinas/os’ positions in society and in 
systems of U.S. education” (p. 72). 
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Chapter Three 
Women of Color Feminist Thought  
Each of us . . . has a complex story about our mestiza inheritances that defy simplistic 
explanation—stories about living on the borders of various classes, nations, regional 
cultures, languages, voices, races, ethnicities, migrations, sexualities, creative abilities, 
academic disciplines, and even cultures of resistance (Aurora Levins Morales, 2001, 
p. 25). 
 
Introduction 
Out of women of color feminist thought emerges the scholarship of straight, queer, and 
transgender Chicana, Latina, Black, Native American, Indigenous, and Asian American feminist 
intellectuals. Their work has influenced many of us to locate our oppression and marginalization 
within academia. In this chapter, I trace the evolution of women of color feminist thought, 
specifically Chicana/Latina feminist thought, one much influenced by the African American 
Civil Rights, Black Liberation, and the Chicano mass social movements. While these movements 
sought gender equality as a common thread, each permeated different exigencies based on their 
location in society.  
This chapter discusses the significance of women of color feminism scholarship, 
including the resisting, reclaiming,
21
 and reinventing of such critical scholarship. Women of 
color feminist thought affords mujeres (women) a voice, vocabulary, and language from where 
to ground our emerging theories and knowledge production. By analyzing the theoretical 
constructions of these theories and their contributions to the field of education, it is my intention 
to situate them within a historical context, and in doing so, enrich the discussion on 
Chicanas/Latinas, and queer Chicanas/Chicanos in doctoral programs. It is only pertinent to do 
so for the purpose of this study, given that so much of the presence of Chicana/Latina women in 
higher education is a phenomenon that emerged from the political turbulence of the 1960s civil 
rights movement and the 1970s feminist movement (Medina & Luna, 2000). 
 
Defining and Situating Women of Color Feminist Theory  
Feminist theory is defined as a body of work that describes, explains, and analyzes the 
conditions of women’s lives and one that proposes strategies for activism and action to 
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 The intention of methodologies related to reclaiming is “to establish the legitimacy of the claims being asserted... 
[b]ecause they have been written to support claims to territories and resources or about past injustices, they have 
been constructed around selected stories” (Smith, 1999, p. 143). 
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ameliorate conditions women face (hooks, 2000; Kolmar & Bartkowski, 2005; Sandoval, 2000). 
Broadly speaking, feminism is understood as “a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, 
and oppression” (hooks, 2000a, p. viii). Women of color feminist scholars are therefore, 
concerned with the marginalization of difference and tokenism practiced by members of the 
feminist movement, which they argue, ignores internal differences and heterogeneity among 
women of color (hooks, 2000b; The Latina Feminist Group, 2001; Torres, 1991). Definitions that 
only engage gender equality are dismissive of the role that race and class (in conjunction with 
sexism) play in determining the extent to which an individual will be discriminated against, 
exploited, or oppressed (hooks, 2000b).  
Embedded in the defining of women of color feminisms is a plurality of debates and 
unsettled identities. This category embraces multiple interpretations and expressions of identities 
and engages with issues associated with how we reject forms of cultural hegemony that force 
objectification and invisibility. This invisibility is something women of color are blamed for 
because of their “lack of ability to take advantage of the supposedly endless opportunities 
available through acculturation” (Castillo, 1994, pp. 22). Thus, this gives impetus to the different 
forms of insurgence women of color deploy to gain insight into the realities of lived experience 
and political resistance. Specifically, it examines the manner in which societies are structured by 
class, race, gender, sexual subordination, colonialism, and the politics of the nation-state 
(McCann & Kim, 2003). 
It is important to understand the history behind educational reforms that directly impact 
the quality of education for underrepresented groups (Darder, 2002). Throughout history, the 
participation of mujeres en la lucha (women in the struggle) has been consistent, unyielding, and 
one of self-determination. As will be engaged in Chapters Five and Six, the same urgency with 
which women mobilized during the Chicana Movement and other liberation movements of the 
1960s-early 1970s parallels the agency with which the Chicana/Latina doctoral students and 
queer Chicana/Chicano in this study navigate and negotiate different hurdles and struggles in 
pursuit and completion of their postsecondary education. But as will be revealed by their 
narratives in Chapter Five, one has to question, why does it have to be so hard for 
Chicanas/Latinas in their doctoral pursuits? The academy is a challenge by the already 
demanding programs of study, but all the shortcomings that the university has in refusing to look 
at all students with respect to the differences and how these differences can signal possibilities 
 51 
for equality, has repercussions that fall on the shoulders of these mujeres (women) and other 
working class women and men of color in the academy. 
 
Contributions of Women of Color Feminisms 
The notion of home. Theoretically, the notion of “home” is pushed through the women 
of color feminisms literature and a border theory discussion by privileging the scholarship of 
mujeres (women) and other scholars in the academy and en la lucha (in the struggle). As 
bordered beings, Chicanas/Latinas, including queer and transgendered, are in a constant lucha 
(struggle) for what Lisa Flores (1996) and other scholars (Alarcón, 2003; Anzaldúa, 2002, 1990, 
1987; Bhabba, 1995; Butler, 1997; Darder, 2011, 2002; Delgado Bernal, 2006; Villenas, 2000) 
identify as a struggle for a space and a “home” to claim their own. Flores (1996) suggests that 
“[w]hile confined geographically as a border culture between the United States and Mexico, 
Chicana feminists can cross rhetorical borders through the construction of a discursive space or 
home” (p. 143). Many Chicana/Latina emerging scholars (doctoral students) write from these 
spaces. Not only are they engaging with the material in their respective research specializations 
or chosen methodologies, but they also find themselves in constant interrogation with their own 
bodies, identities, sexualities, spiritualties, and geographies.  
The collective ethos of 1970s feminism shows much work being accomplished in small 
groups. Native American, Black, Latina, and Chicana feminists were instrumental in promoting 
feminist consciousness-raising.
22
 What began as collective consciousness raising groups (hooks, 
2002a), as “venting sessions” to challenge patriarchy, eventually materialized into a theoretical 
construct, resulting in actions taken to establish women studies academic departments and other 
major progressive feminist initiatives. While the formation of women’s studies programs in 
colleges and universities provided institutional legitimation for scholarship on and by women, 
with academic legitimation also came exclusion (hooks, 2000). Exclusionary practices were 
exercised when women and men outside of the academic domain were no longer an audience 
taken into account. The work became too theoretical and addressed the academic audience, while 
leaving behind those who had been the backbone and integral to the initial success of the 
feminist movement. 
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 It is also important to recognize that white women scholars have produced important work in collaboration with 
Third World women, such as Rigoberta Menchú and Salvadoran women, who have collaborated with Lynn Stephen. 
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Most women activists leading these efforts did not initially have doctorates, but as the 
need and attention grew, they understood its importance and went on to pursue advanced 
degrees. It is important to underscore how the communication, dialogue, and collective 
understanding that emerged out of these meetings had a profound impact on women of color 
pursuing advanced degrees. In addition, we still see today how women of color continue to 
collaborate and continue to push for change and access in the academy, as well as become clear 
about their location and purpose—as we will see later, the narratives of the Chicana/Latina and 
queer Chicana/Chicano doctoral student participants in this study attest to this reality. 
 
Significance of Women of Color Feminist Theory 
The period from 1975-1985 brought about the re-examination of the women’s movement, 
and at the forefront was the marginalization and exclusion experienced by women of color within 
the feminist movement (McCann & Kim, 2003). Although the 1980s is critiqued as a decade of 
backlash against feminism—this period facilitated the emergence of women’s and gender studies 
as an academic discipline, in addition to feminist publishing houses (Macey, 2000). The term 
“women of color” emerged as a political category in the 1980s to bring together women 
experiencing multiple marginalizations with race and ethnicity as a common thread.
23
 It is 
through Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa’s anthology, This bridge called my back (1981), 
that women of color emerge as a category, a comunidad (community) of nonwhite women, and 
defined as an “acclamation of a positive identity” (McCann & Kim, 2003, p. 154).  
Significant themes in women of color feminism include: oppression, resistance, 
difference and Othering, politics of representation, expanding feminism to include race, 
ethnicity, sexuality, and class; and linking U.S. Women of Color to Third World Women. They 
denounce patriarchy as disempowering and understand oppression to function through practices 
tied to sexism, racism, classism, heteronormativity and homophobia, in addition to other systems 
and structures of power. Oppression is, thus, multiple and intersectional. Furthermore, there is 
resistance to patriarchal relations in their own racial, ethnic, and class communities, as well as in 
the dominant society. Specifically, women of color feminists counter oppression in discourses 
and institutions of law, labor, education, media, religion, and medicine. They believe feminists 
must recognize women’s differences and critique systems of oppression that marginalize and 
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disempower women. In this instance, a politics of difference is employed as a tool to critique 
social and political control and alienation. Thus, misrepresentation functions as a strategy of 
domination. It perpetuates myths about women of color’s bodies, behavior, intellect, values, and 
choices (Anzaldúa, 1987; Arredondo et al., 2003; Butler, 1997; Darder, 2011; hooks, 2000; 
Mohanty, 2003; Moraga & Anzaldúa, 2002; Rodríguez, 2003; Sandoval, 2000; Stoler, 1997; The 
Latina Feminist Group, 2001; Zavella, 1997). 
 
The Academy as Site of Privilege 
Consciousness-raising emerged as a strong method for women in the late 1960s. The 
discussion of women’s experiences in small groups represented one of the principle practices of 
the women’s liberation movement and was seen as a point of entry into feminism for women. 
Consciousness-raising is thus, designed to allow women to see that their own stories and 
narratives are not isolated cases nor experiences, but rather narratives shared by other women. In 
this manner, women can relate and make their experiences more political and relative to other 
women, rather than isolated experiences. In this manner, it allows and gives way for the personal 
experience to be understood in broader terms, and consequently, creating greater political 
awareness (Macey, 2000). 
Although there is more visible representation of women at all levels in institutions of 
higher education (administrators, faculty, professional, graduate and undergraduate students), the 
academy remains a site of class privilege (hooks, 2000). While women’s studies became an 
accepted academic discipline in the 1970s, the trailblazers for institutionalizing such programs 
were fired for not holding doctorates. Liberal reformism began to replace the radical politics 
undergirding women’s studies. Privileged women, mostly White, took prominence because the 
media focused on them, consequently leaving others out of the ivy league of academia (Gándara, 
1995). As the movement gained mainstream attention, those in the margins were displaced, 
including many from working class backgrounds and the LGBT community. The movement lost 
mass-based potential once it became institutionalized because no longer were the non-academic 
women in the room, consequently shifting the course of feminist thinking and strategies for 
social change and mobility. With the dismantling of the consciousness-raising group “as a site 
where women confronted theory’s own sexism towards other women, the discretion of feminist 
movement could shift to focus on equality in the workforce and confronting male domination” 
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(hooks, p. 10). Consequently, the early 1980s, feminist consciousness raising/evocation of a 
politicized sisterhood began to lose ground. 
 
Critiques of Feminism as Exclusionary 
Women of color feminists critiqued the feminist movement because they saw White 
women as “agents of oppression” (Anzaldua, 1990, p. xx). A shortcoming critiqued by Beatriz 
M. Pesquera and Denise A. Segura (1997) about U.S. feminism is the exclusion of the Chicana 
experience in formulating and further theorizing feminisms. This is contradictory to the platform 
of feminism, according to Pesquera and Segura, who argue that feminism in general situates 
itself with a platform for social change through identifying the nature of women’s oppression. In 
other words, if their stance is to make visible the injustices and double standards faced by all 
women, why the exclusion of the Chicana voices in the process? Isn’t this contradictory to what 
they stand for? This obscurity and omission is unconceivable, given that Chicanas (women of 
Mexican descent as defined by Pesquera and Segura) represent the second largest racial-ethnic 
group in the U.S. They argue that this omission compromises the integrity of future theoretical 
formulations and strategies that seek to be inclusive of diverse feminist experiences—
particularly those women from historically subordinate groups, such as Chicanas. 
Chicanas felt the exclusion from U.S. feminists and their call for “sisterhood.” They felt 
that their particular experiences were not appreciated by the mainstream, and in fact, felt 
disbarred/ excluded from the conversation. Whereas U.S. feminism centered on issues of sexual 
oppression and privileged the liberation of women, Chicana feminists understood their own 
locations to be more complex—they understood their struggle—their lucha more from a 
collective perspective, rather than from an individualistic stance. They understood the 
complexities of their marginalization and also accepted the value of their cultural values and 
traditions—and while they contested these—they also did not see them as part of a Black/White 
paradigm, but rather as more complex and more sustained in terms of the multiple levels of 
exclusion. Theirs was a collective lucha (struggle), rather than an individualistic fight to counter 
oppression. Likewise, Maxine Baca Zinn and Bonnie Thornton Dill (1996) discuss how women 
of color defied the hegemony of feminisms constructed primarily around the experiences of 
privileged White women. They challenged systems of domination, “not merely as gendered 
subjects but as women whose lives are affected by our location in multiple hierarchies” (p. 321).  
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Intersectionalities 
Women of color feminists propose that feminist theories of gender need to be expanded 
to account for the intersectionality of gender with race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, and other 
dimensions of power and identity (Arredondo, et al., 2003; hooks, 2000; McClaurin, 2001; 
Mohanty, 2003, Roth, 2004). This allows for the examination of class, gender, and race (sexual 
preference was incorporated later) when discussing interlocking inequalities. Lesbian feminist 
thinkers were among the first activists to raise the issue of class in the feminist movement, 
expressing their viewpoints about accessibility. These theories of intersectionality were 
constructed on the premises that Black, Chicana, and Native American women’s lived 
experiences and embodied knowledge (Roth, 2004) important to their emancipation. 
Intersectional feminist theory—defined by Roth (2004) as analyzing and organizing against 
interlocking oppressions—has, thus, been instrumental in feminist conceptualizations of 
gendered inequalities (see also Pillow & Mayo, 2007).  
How does sexuality and queer theory specifically fit within the tradition of women of 
color feminisms? Central to much of the theoretical underpinnings of women of color feminisms 
and its contributions are the contributions of scholars who identify as queer in their sexuality, 
politics, identity, and/or subjectivities. Nevertheless, Anzaldúa (1987) warns us about the 
assumptions that come from identifying as queer and/or writing from that location; given how 
queer can be employed as a presupposed umbrella under which all “queers” are positioned. She 
further suggests how we cannot afford to forget that it “homogenizes, and erases our difference” 
in such a way that ultimately, serves as both “buffer and magnet in interracial constructions of 
desire and the colonization of queer bodies of color” (p. 250).  
Max Wolf Valerio (2002) discusses how the separateness caused by the alienation, even 
from one’s own people is painful. She is referring particularly to her queerness, and how this is 
something she does not feel comfortable discussing with her family and community, thus making 
it difficult to relate more intimately because she cannot fully disclose who she is, and instead 
continues to relate upon false pretenses when it comes to her sexual preferences. It is this work 
that then allows for the discussion to occur amongst women of color whether queer or otherwise. 
Women of color feminism embody the notion that women have the derecho (right) to 
social, political, educational, and economic equality; the right to control their bodies; and the 
right to be safe from violence. In positioning myself in the academy, as a future professor in the 
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fields of Education, Latina/o Studies, and Gender and Women’s Studies, I have to recognize the 
courage, coraje (anger), and openness—the nakedness of scholars, activists, and mujeres 
(women) such as Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) who expose their souls para dar vida a nuevas 
epistemologías (to give birth to new epistemologies), to new knowledge that has furthered the 
scholarship of women of color. Who am I to distance myself from this journey when other 
mujeres (women) have lived a revolution as part of that calling, of that mobilizing so that we 
could partake in the telling of our stories, in the privileging of our own narratives and 
testimonios?
24
 Consequently, the narratives presented here are not mere accounts of our lived 
struggles, but rather, as Chandra Talpade Mohanty (1991) reminds us, they are about how one’s 
history of struggle or consciousness is recorded; it matters the way in which we read, interpret, 
receive, and disseminate these accounts. 
Contradictions. At the root of women of color radicalism are the contradictions with 
which they navigate (Moraga & Anzaldúa, 1983, p. 4). Women of color are often expected to 
give an account of themselves—of their specific location as individuals and as intellectuals. Ana 
Castillo discusses this in her experience when often asked if her novels are written from personal 
experiences. She understands that this will always be an assumption made by many—even when 
in most instances, her stories do not have a direct relation to her own experience—but to those of 
many. On the other hand, while this can sometimes be exhausting, Uma Narayan (2005) 
recognizes how it can also provide a space from where to be reflective and account for the 
occurrences and the contexts by which one has been influenced. This is particularly important 
when attempting to tell a counter-story that challenges dominant narratives not inclusive of all 
cultures. Hence, women of color feminisms are grounded in the assumption that one cannot 
ignore the critical role race and ethnicity plays in women’s life experiences (Kolmar & 
Bartkowski, 2005). 
Delegitimized. The work by women of color intellectuals is often de-legitimized within 
academic settings, especially if it is rendered accessible to a broader audience outside of the 
constraints of an academic environment (Arredondo, Hurtado, Klahn, Nájera-Ramírez, & 
Zavella, 2003; Darder, 2011; hooks, 2005). As bell hooks (2005) states, the purpose of theory for 
women of color is to serve a “healing, libratory function” (p. 38). Anzaldúa, Moraga, hooks, and 
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 Testimonio “has been critical in movements for liberation . . . offering an artistic form and methodology to create 
politicized understandings of identity and community” (The Latina Feminist Group, 2001, p. 3). 
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other scholars of color first began engaging, interpreting, and creating their own theories because 
they needed to understand what was happening around and within themselves. Their example has 
inspired other women of color to continue creating our own theories, not only to give voice to 
our histories, but also to bring about healing through unity and coalition building. 
Whose narratives are eclipsed when women of color’s experiences are overshadowed by 
the dominant normative text? What implication(s) does privileging women of color narratives 
have for the continued intellectual growth of those inside and outside the academy? Again, hooks 
(2005) emphasizes that “we need feminist writing that speaks to everyone; that without it 
feminist education for critical consciousness cannot happen” (p. xiv). She is vigilant of those 
who appropriate terms such as theory or feminism to protect their own interpretations, 
definitions, or descriptions in their work, and who are the ones who oftentimes misinterpret this 
theoretical framework. She refers to this as the privileged act of naming by those in power.  
Anzaldúa’s (1990) criticism of theoretical frameworks that exclude women of color’s 
knowledge (theory) carries direct implications to the invisibility of this population in the 
academy, whether as undergraduate/graduate students, educators, or administrators. It is critical 
for women of color to occupy theorizing spaces given the historical erasure and exclusion from 
entering this discourse in the past. Anzaldúa understood that by bringing their own approaches 
and methodologies, women of color could begin to disrupt and consequently, transform 
prescribed theoretical discourses. Therefore, what is recognized as theory in the dominant 
academic community is not always what counts as theory for women of color.  
What these feminist theorists of color argue repeatedly is that, as women of color, we are 
in a position to give birth to new teorías (theories) embedded in social issues such as race, class, 
and sexual difference that allow for the creation of new categories for those left out of existing 
theories of [Western] knowledge. Anzaldúa (1990) insists that we need to “de-academize” theory 
and to connect the community to the academy. Thus, theorists of color have been in the process 
of formulating what Anzaldúa refers to as marginal theories that are simultaneously 
outside/inside the Western frame of reference. New positions are then articulated in these in-
between . . . “[b]orderland world of ethnic communities and academies, feminist and job worlds” 
(p. 25-26). Of major importance is Anzaldúa’s (1990) problematizing of what it means to be an 
intellectual for women of color who come from working-class backgrounds. Her words resonate 
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with many women of color who come from these communities, particularly when she 
acknowledges the struggles that must often be faced. 
Anzaldúa (1990) proposes teorías (theories) “that will rewrite history using race, class, 
gender and ethnicity as categories of analysis, theories that cross borders, that blur boundaries-
new kinds of theories with new theorizing methods” (p. 25-26). Why is this important to 
address? Theory influences the way people interpret the world; therefore, we need theories that 
allow us to comprehend what happens in the world that explain how and why we interact with 
people in particular ways, which impact us in the personal and social. The different 
epistemologies and methods employed by Chicana feminists include: oral histories, poetry, 
theoretical performance, painting, dance, and music, and social science surveys (Arredondo et 
al., 2003; Darder, 2011; Segura & Pesquera, 1998). In this manner, Chicana feminists document 
the experiences of Chicanas through multidisciplinary approaches. 
U.S. Women of Color feminists write about colonization and second-class citizenship; 
they identify and sympathize with subjects of current U.S. imperialism and colonialism in the 
Third World.
25
 They see themselves linked to these women, while understanding and 
acknowledging the differences between their lives and needs in terms of poverty, disease, 
illiteracy, violence, and lack of political power. Thus, feminist writing that is inclusive and 
speaks to different identities is paramount in the materialization of a feminist education for 
critical consciousness (hooks, 2000). Winona LaDuke (2005) writes: “ . . . in contrast to 
dominant modes of feminist critique that locate women’s oppression in the structures of 
patriarchy, this analysis is premised on the understanding that the collective oppression of 
indigenous women is primarily an effect of colonialism—a multidimensional force underwritten 
by Western Christianity, defined by White supremacy, and fueled by global capitalism” (p. 124). 
Grace Kyungwon Hong (2006) similarly sees women of color feminism as “attempting to negate 
the normalization of heteropatriarchal culture and agency by an inchoate global economy” (p. 
118). 
  
                                                 
25
 Third World refers to nations not aligned with the liberal-capitalist and socialist nations in Cold War political 
contests after World War II (Source: McCann & Kim, 2003). 
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U.S. Third World Feminism 
Sandoval (2003) defines U.S. third-world feminism as the “design for oppositional 
political activity and consciousness in the United States” (p. 76). She contends that U.S. third-
world feminism’s strong emergence in the 1980s reinvigorated the politics and priorities that 
characterize hegemonic feminist theory by forcing the women’s movement to confront and 
debate issues of difference. It is within U.S. third-world feminism, then, that the theory of 
oppositional consciousness is put into motion. Is it possible then, to conceive of U.S. third-world 
feminism as a form of historical consciousness that by its very nature allows for alternative ways 
of “conceptualizing not only U.S. feminist consciousness but oppositional activity . . . capable of 
aligning . . . movements for social justice with what have been identified as world-wide 
movements of decolonization” (Sandoval, 2003)? Oppositional practices such as the Civil Rights 
Movement, Women’s Movement, and ethnic, race, and gender liberation movements have, 
indeed, transformed and transcended racial politics in the U.S. Sandoval’s differential 
consciousness allows for engagement with the in-between discourses and resistance in response 
to hegemonic structures. 
U.S. Third World Feminists, the new mestizas, have been at odds with U.S. White 
women feminists, particularly because they critique the latter’s failure to address the different 
experiences of women of color. They argue how understanding one’s race, class, or culture does 
not allow for easy access to the binary (Sandoval, 2003). This is where Sandoval discusses 
differential consciousness as a principle category in oppositional consciousness, one that allows 
for the functioning which challenges dominant ideology and discourse. Sandoval, in citing Audre 
Lorde, mentions how differential consciousness in this context speaks to differences not as 
opposing, but as necessary polarities. This becomes important for women of color because 
although they espouse a shared history, there is also a strong differentiation that gets eclipsed and 
undifferentiated when homogenization occurs. 
Moraga and Anzaldúa (2002) propose that as “refugees of a world on fire,” women of 
color are obliged to “assume a position of a global women of color activism, while at the same 
time remaining specific to [their] concerns as . . . women living within specific nation-states” 
(p. xvii). Hong (2006) references Moraga’s position of women of color feminism practice as a 
“means of exploiting these contradictions by displacing the singularity formed subject of the 
nation-state in favor of a contradictory, multiply determined subjectivity, articulated through an 
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intersectional analysis” (p. xi). Thus, feminists of color and Third World feminists argue that 
their marginal positions situate them in epistemologically privileged locations for knowledge 
production from which to analyze the structure of oppression and domination that represents 
patriarchal Western thought (Anzaldúa, 1987, 1990; Blackwell, 2003; Castillo, 1994; Darder, 
2011; García, 1997; Hong, 2006; hooks, 2000a; hooks, 2000b; hooks, 2005; McClaurin, 2001; 
Mohanty, 2003; Moraga & Anzaldúa, 2002; Rich, 2003).  
Moraga (1983) poses important questions to Third World feminism, including what are 
particular conditions of oppression suffered by these women in situations of U.S. invasion and 
their global intrusions? How do they situate themselves politically under these conditions? How 
do we organize ourselves to counter these experiences? Moraga makes a call for action—and 
makes a point for presence—in response to the question: how do we counter these narratives and 
make agency out of the circumstances/situation? 
Third World Feminist epistemology, indeed, privileges women of color discourse while 
critiquing the partial knowledge that perpetuates hierarchy and domination. Ways in which to 
counter the latter include the following pedagogical actions: (a) more inclusive curriculums 
across disciplines (not just limited to ethnic studies courses/disciplines), and (b) expanding the 
canon in literature, anthropology, education, or the mandatory general electives undergraduates 
have to take to fulfill ethnic studies’ requirement. Another project of feminist epistemology is to 
interrogate how social location—gender, race, class, and sexuality impact knowing and the 
processes of knowledge production. Specifically, how does the knowledge produced by women 
of color differ from the patriarchal canon of the dominant culture’s academic discourse?  
In the sections that follow, I explore the development and influence of feminisms 
emerging from the African American Civil Rights/Black Liberation movement, the Chicano 
movement, and the White Left. While these movements sought gender equality as a common 
thread, each differed organizationally, racially, ethnically, and materially, thus permeating 
differing exigencies based on their own standing in society. As Benita Roth (2004) explains, the 
unequal position within racial/ethnic hierarchies amongst Black, White, and Chicana women 
positioned all three groups differently from the White women of the movements’ inception. 
Black Feminist Thought/Epistemology 
An embodied, positioned, ideological standpoint perspective that holds Black women’s 
experiences of simultaneous and multiple oppressions as the epistemological and 
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theoretical basis of a “pragmatic activism” directed at combating those social and 
personal, individual and structural, and local and global forces that pose harm to Black 
(in the widest geopolitical sense) women’s well-being. (McClaurin, 2001, p. 63) 
 
In defining Black feminism in this manner, McClaurin (2001) understands Black as both 
a descriptive and political term that accounts for the “unequal distribution of material resources 
in the world and the resulting unequal relations of power” (p. 63). Materialized in this manner 
then, Black feminism should be understood as a political theory, one grounded and intertwined 
within the following three concepts: epistemology, political identity, and gender. It is from this 
foundation then, that McClaurin sees Black feminist anthropologists, like herself, establishing an 
applied theoretical and ethnographic tradition, “one that preserves culturally specific (i.e., 
racial/ethnic) and materially based (i.e., class) ‘gendered consciousness and identity’” (p. 63). 
Black feminism emerged out of the changes in the Civil Rights and Black Liberation 
movements of the 1960s-1970s (including the increased number of women attending colleges 
and universities). While women had occupied central roles within these movements during the 
1950s-mid 1960s (largely rooted in local community institutions in the South, including the 
Montgomery Women’s Political Council), Roth (2004) argues that the infusion of a masculinist 
version of Black nationalism experienced within the Civil Rights movement by the mid-sixties 
was largely influenced by the movement’s social base shift (i.e., becoming younger and more 
northern). Consequently, Black women simultaneously challenged the masculinist discourse and 
practice of the Black movement and feminists’ preoccupation with middle-class White women 
issues. Locating themselves at the intersection of oppressive structures, they constructed what 
Roth refers to as a “vanguard center” approach to politics, an ideology of liberation from racial, 
sexual, and class oppression (p. 77). This intersectionality, as discussed earlier, became integral 
within feminist theory. 
Black feminist thought addresses the particular themes of African American women’s 
experiences (Collins, 1991). It encompasses diverse and contradictory meanings that aim to 
empower African American women within the context of social injustice sustained by 
intersecting oppressions. Thus, U.S. Black feminist thought and practice respond to fundamental 
contradictions of U.S. society (i.e., individual freedom/differential group treatment). 
Nevertheless, Black feminism is difficult to define in the absolute; rather, it is fluid in meanings 
and interpretations, given the different struggles of women of Africa and the African Diaspora. 
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Citing Rose Brewer, McClaurin (2001) writes how a central concept that underlies Black 
feminism is the reconstruction of the lived histories and social positioning of these women, 
embedded within the intersectionalities of race, class, culture, and gender. Furthermore, 
McClaurin also cites Stanlie James’ simultaneity of oppressions recognized within Black 
feminist theory, that situates Black feminists as directly linked to their own lived experiences, 
where their own theorizing is not separate nor detached from their own narratives, and which 
serve to inform at a greater depth, the multiple oppressions, activism, and determination for 
social change so prevalent in Black feminist writings. 
The pronounced patriarchal structure within the Civil Rights movement under-valorized 
the efforts put forth by women in the movement; thus, leaving Black women scholars and 
activists (including other women of color feminists) out of the discourse which had them resort 
to their writings—essays and fiction—to clarify and define their roles within the movement 
(Rodriguez, 2001, p. 241). These Black feminists include Barbara Smith, bell hooks, Audre 
Lorde, and E. Frances White. Their publications during the second wave subsequently became 
the foundational work that has profoundly influenced contemporary women of color feminist 
today (hooks, 2000a; hooks, 2000b; Lorde, 2005; Lorde, 1984; Rodríguez, 2003).  
One of the major critiques made by Black feminist scholars against White women’s 
liberation movements has been the latter’s privileging of gender above racial oppression (Roth, 
2004, p. 79). Black women exerted a condemnation and disassociation with White women, 
particularly because they saw themselves as influencing Black Liberation ideological principles. 
To ignore this would be to discredit the contributions made by Black feminists dating back to the 
1830s (refer to the previous discussion on the first wave). Furthermore, Roth (2004) articulates 
how historically and in the second wave, Black women’s organizational alliances were 
complicated by their relationships to Black men and by the difficult association with a racist 
White women’s suffrage movement.  
There is literature that indicates Black women’s organizing out of the Black Liberation 
movement, including the formation of two Black feminist organizations—Third World Women’s 
Alliance and the Mt. Vernon/New Rochelle group—both emerging by 1968 (Roth, 2004, p. 80). 
Much of this is largely absent from the literature. For many Black women, having a feminist 
label attached to their principles is not as important as their own mobilization for the betterment 
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of organizational allegiances.
26
 Nevertheless, Black women activists decided to identify as 
feminists for political reasons during the second-wave, but this should not eclipse their strong 
presence and interest in feminist activism. 
Third World Women’s Alliance and the Mt. Vernon/New Rochelle groups both were 
highly critical of capitalism, among other forms of domination and the impact of these 
intersectionalities on women of color. This gave way to the construction and establishment of an 
independent Black feminist movement, one that could address aspects of sexism, racism, and 
class domination (Roth, 2004). One of their main concerns was to weaken Black Liberationists 
from using middle-class gender ideology to further promote Black male manhood (p. 97). 
Another important feminist coalition that emerged was the Combahee River Collective (CRC) in 
the East Coast. 
The Combahee River Collective (CRC), similarly to the Third World Women’s Alliance 
and the Mt. Vernon/New Rochelle groups, contested feminist separatism. CRC saw beyond the 
binaries of gender, for its members understood clearly how Black women, just as other women 
of color, endured not only gender oppression, but also sexual, class, and racial subjugation. The 
1977 Combahee River Collective statement is a significant document of the U.S. women’s 
movement that clearly delineates Black feminist articulation of the multiplicity of oppressions 
women of color are persistently forced to contend with in their lives (Lewis & Mills, 2003; Rich, 
2003). 
 
Chicana Feminist Thought and Latina Feminisms 
When you say you’re Chicana, you mean you come from a particular community, one 
that is subject to racism and the exploitation of centuries. When you say you are a 
feminist you mean you’re a woman who opposes the oppression of not only the group, in 
general, but of women in particular . . . the feminist movement is a unified front made up 
of both men and women—a feminist can be a man as well as a woman—it is a group of 
people that advocates the end of women’s oppression. (Nieto Gomez, 1997, p. 53) 
 
Norma Alarcón (1999) writes that the 1980s underwent a reemergence of Chicana writers 
and scholars responsible for repositioning the “Chicano political class through the feminist 
register” in addition to forming solidarity with “an emergent women of color political class” with 
national and international implications (p. 64). Latina feminists, along with Black and Chicana 
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 Daphne Busby’s Sisterhood of Black Single Mothers founded in 1973 was one such grassroots community service 
organizations that avoided the feminist label. 
 64 
feminists have actively participated in social movements that denounce social injustice and have 
been instrumental in the creation and establishment of Ethnic Studies programs. They have 
contested the exclusion of questions of gender and sexuality in ethnic studies curricula and 
political agendas, where women’s voices are repressed by the reaffirmation of heterosexist 
ideologies. This has been done through various forms, including via political, literary, and 
artistic venues (i.e., street theater, spoken word, and music outlets). Chicanas have also written in 
opposition to symbolic representations of the Chicano movement that did not include them; they 
wrote in opposition to hegemonic feminist discourses that placed gender as a variable separate 
from that of race/class (Arredondo, et al., citing Teresa Cordova, 2003, pp. 1-2). 
Because women experience gender, racial-ethnic, and class statuses concurrently and 
sometimes privilege one over the other depending on the circumstances, Pesquera and Segura 
(1997) argue that “analyses of feminist consciousness should attend to the dynamics of each 
social location in framing women’s experiences” (p. 295). They engage with how Chicanas’ 
multiple sources of group identification may come in conflict with one another at times, leading 
to a group consciousness “based on the privileging of one social location over the others 
ahistorical and untenable” (p. 296). This cross-positioning, according to Pesquera and Segura 
exposes a distinct Chicana feminism—one “grounded in the experience of being female and 
Mexican descent from working class backgrounds” (p. 296). Moreover, one needs to be cautious 
in assuming a monolithic understanding of all Chicanas who come from a working class 
background, for what they found in their study with highly educated Chicanas and White collar 
Chicana workers, alike, was that these women interpreted their experiences differently 
depending on their social location. 
Chicana Feminist Thought rests on the recognition that the perpetuation of patriarchy 
represents a critical component of women’s oppression (Segura & Pesquera, 1998). The 
employment of Chicana Feminist Thought, therefore, allows for alternate ways of 
producing/privileging subjugated knowledge. This particular discourse developed as a result of 
the gender tensions and contradictions experienced within the Women’s Movement and the 
Chicana/o Movement. It carries an inherited historical tradition of political activism “dating back 
to the immigrant generation of Mexican women, who together with their families, crossed the 
border into the United States at the turn of the [20
th] century” (García, 1997, p. 3).  
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The 1960s. While the underlying critique of the Women’s Movement and the Chicano 
Movement was towards the power relations in social institutions and the cultural ideologies that 
sustained them, what differed was their focus, how each group defined oppression, their 
ideological orientations, and political programs to eliminate social inequality (Segura & 
Pesquera, 1998). Chicanas for instance, developed their own discourse and theoretical 
frameworks based on their specific positions and experiences. As Pesquera and Segura (1997) 
point out, Chicanas generated their own discourse that spoke of their multiple and intersecting 
oppressions and validation—something they largely critiqued U.S. mainstream feminists of not 
practicing. Chicana feminism contested power relations on the basis of race-ethnicity and 
gender/sexuality. It challenged the White women’s movement that equated sexism to racism and 
forged allegiances with other groups to promote more consciousness-raising on matters that 
could lead to policy reformulations, better educational prospects, and access to healthcare, 
among other charges.  
During the time period of the Chicano Movement, Chicanas established groups at the 
grass-roots, state, national, and academic level, pushed for greater visibility and inclusivity, 
including print culture (i.e., newspapers, journals, magazines)—mostly in leftist publications, 
since only limited articles appeared in mainstream feminist venues (Segura & Pesquera, 1998). 
The print culture served as a strategic site of intervention and contestation for women in the 
Chicano Movement. Furthermore, the print community modes of production “served as a critical 
site of historical inquiry which served to inform scholars of the development of Chicana feminist 
ideology, discourse, and political praxis” (Blackwell, 2003, pp. 60-61). Although Chicana 
feminism can be traced back to as early as 1968, many Chicano movement histories do not 
document their activism until the 1980s. Because of this, many historicize the emergence of 
women of color political identity with Moraga and Anzaldúa’s seminal publication of This 
bridge called my back, when in reality women had been actively pursuing printed culture since 
the 1960s (Blackwell, 2003; Castillo, 1994). Chicanas write in opposition to symbolic 
representations of the Chicano movement that did not include them, opposition to hegemonic 
feminist discourse that places gender as a variable separate from that of race/class (Arredondo, et 
al., citing Teresa Cordova, 2003, pp. 1-2). 
The 1970s. Chicana feminist lesbians’ writings of the 1970s articulated new forms of 
identity, community, and political consciousness (Blackwell, 2003). Their writings are of major 
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significance in furthering theory and praxis. For example, Moraga and Anzaldúa’s (1981) text, 
This bridge called my back, challenged feminist issues such as the First world women creation of 
a cultural other in their images of Third World/women of color. Still, Moraga (1983) poses an 
important challenge by asking for whom we write. Admittedly, our writings do not always reach 
the same communities we grew up in, but we must develop strategies to try to reach some of the 
communities who can take the writing and lessons learned to other communities. In this manner, 
the writing of Chicana feminists can reach a larger constituency, not to bring closure to those 
communities but to reconcile what we have left behind—even if reluctantly. 
The development of women’s publishing “became [a] site for the dissemination of 
feminist thinking” (hooks, 2000, pp. 19-20). Thus, the production of a body of feminist literature 
combined with the demand for the recovery of women’s history has been one of the most 
important interventions of contemporary feminism (hooks, 2000, p.20). Unfortunately, the work 
of Chicanas from the 1960s and 70s alternative press in serials and journals has gone largely 
unrecognized, for reasons that are “indicative of the process of erasure and exclusion of raced 
ethnic women within a patriarchal cultural and political economy” (Alarcón, 1999, p. 64).  
Chicana feminists constructed their own venues for publishing their work which allowed 
for “oral traditions, dialects, and characters that conveyed experiences which . . . had not been 
documented before” to be brought to print (The Latina Feminist Group, 2001, p. 4). Major 
alternative printing houses that published this work included Aunt Lute (which published 
Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La frontera: The new mestiza), Kitchen Table Women of Color Press27 
(publishers of Moraga & Anzaldúa’s This bridge called my back: Writings by radical women of 
color), South End Press (hooks’ Feminist theory: From margin to center), and Third Woman 
Press (Carla Trujillo’s Chicana lesbians: The girls our mothers warned us about). The paucity of 
Chicana-centered within mainstream feminists’ writings sharply contradicted mainstream 
feminists’ promotion of “sisterhood” (Segura & Pesquera, 1998). Today, Chicana/Latina 
feminist writings are disseminated through premier presses such as Duke University Press, New 
York University Press, and Routledge. 
A number of influential Chicana feminist publications during the early period included 
the Hijas de Cuauhtémoc newspaper, Encuentro femenil and Regeneración. They marked a 
critical historical moment “in the development of Chicana feminist theories and practices and a 
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 This was the first U.S. publisher for women of color writings. 
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gendered shift” (Blackwell, 2003, pp. 60-61). Additionally, The third woman, a U.S. Third 
World feminist journal was also influential in producing work by women of color (Sandoval, 
2003). These publications serve to document and historicize the contributions made by women 
during the Chicano Movement and beyond, which are not found in other literature discussing this 
period—in essence, the print culture for the Chicana serves to recuperate their contributions in 
the movement that otherwise would have remained obscured (ibid). It also created a space for 
open dialogue and engagement amongst mujeres (women) within the movement and other 
coalitions, leading to the politicization of self-representation and knowledge production, and the 
emergence of creative agency (i.e., political/poetic discourse). Birth control and abortion were 
two significant issues to the Chicana feminista (feminist) who historically had been subjugated to 
U.S. controlled institutions and policies (i.e., non-consenting sterilizations of women sponsored 
by the U.S. government). These were issues that could now be interrogated and challenged 
through the printed press. 
Anzaldúa (2002) engages how pedagogically, as women of color, we were not taught the 
skills for writing or the confidence to speak our class and ethnic languages, our native tongues. 
We continue to be told that we need to separate ourselves from our writing, from our research to 
uphold an objective analysis—and as such, we continue to be bordered by the limitations 
inscribed in the canon. Anzaldúa contests these limitations: “I have never seen so much power in 
the ability to move and transform others as from that of the writing of women of color” (p. 191).  
As the narratives will show the experiences of Chicanas/Latinas and transgender students 
of color are filled not only with stories of struggle but also delineate the social agency strategies 
they employ to navigate the academy. Given the educational reforms and practices that threaten 
the quality of life for so many immigrants, in addition to the current economic recession going 
on nationally and globally, it is imperative for scholars of color to reengage with feminist issues 
of the past and present. Moraga (1993) challenges us to own how we “have the power to actually 
transform our experience, change our lives, save our lives” (Preface, p. xviii). Thus, women of 
color feminists, as repeatedly discussed here, seek their own sources of knowledge—they emerge 
from a variety of spaces, in order to put out there their testimonios and in so doing contribution 
to Chicana/Latina theory and practice. They give all of themselves to the process, en completa 
entrega (give all of themselves) so that their words, voices, and writings can reach larger 
audiences and influence policy change, no matter the shape or form.  
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The politicization that became Bridge is of major significance, for it opened the space for 
women of color to document their experiences and inform one another about their own 
respective accounts. Most importantly, the writings of women of color fostered coalition building 
and revealed women’s relatedness with one another. Knowing and learning about each other’s 
histories is imperative if we are to support greater mobilization and organizing in order to 
dismantle the intricacies and injustices experiences by women and communities of color. The 
marginalization that is much inflicted in our communities is one that can only be challenged 
when informed by the writings of women of color themselves. 
Third World feminisms, Moraga (1983) points out, does not provide an easy political 
framework. There is not much cohesiveness but if we are to make strong coalitions, we need to 
find those instances that connect our political agency. Moraga argues that the need for “a broad-
based U.S. women of color movement capable of spanning borders of nations and ethnicity has 
never been so strong” (book forward, no page number). Anzaldúa (1993) likewise, calls for 
agency—for us to exert a level of power that supersedes the victimization that we have 
encountered in our lives to then give voice to new identities—to give solution to those intricacies 
that have shaped us—but that do not define us. She urges us to keep forging new bridges and 
challenges us not to stay estancados (trapped) in the middle of the bridge. There is much more 
work to be done, and working in coalition is the way to keep transgressing and transforming our 
communities—whether these consist of “white black straight queer female male” . . . or brown 
bodies (Anzaldúa, Forward, 1983). 
Feeling the displacement within the Chicano Movement (which has been largely 
historicized around male heroes rather than on the multiple participatory local struggles that 
merged into the national movement that it became), Chicana feminists sought to reconcile their 
critique of patriarchal ideological hegemony of the cultural nationalism cultivated within such 
masculinist’s project as the Chicano Movement. They countered this by forming caucuses within 
the movement, forming Chicana women’s groups, and organized conferences on women as a 
way of building and strengthening their political consciousness through asserting their voice and 
space (Arredondo et al., 2003; Blackwell, 2003; Segura & Pesquera, 1998). They addressed the 
very issues that culminated in the Chicano Movement in the first place, including: community-
based political and civil rights struggles (ranging from issues of agricultural and industrial labor, 
immigration, access to education, the Vietnam War, racism, discrimination, police brutality and 
 69 
surveillance). Nevertheless, much of this has been set as backdrop to the heroism of Chicanos 
such as Reies López Tijerina, Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzalez, and César Chavez (Blackwell, 2003; 
also reference Roth, 2004).  
 
Conclusion 
The importance of a women of color feminist framework lies in its deep capacity to carry 
forth a reflexive account that allows for rich analysis and privileges the insertion of voices that 
have remained in the margins of many canonical texts, including Rosaldo’s (1993) Culture and 
truth. Women of color feminists must continue to work in forging an understanding of border 
crossings (geographically and theoretically speaking) that substantively engages the cultures, 
languages, and identities of subordinated communities (hooks, 2005). Anzaldúa’s theorizing of 
the border—what has emerged as border theory—has been central to second- and third-wave 
feminism and Chicana feminist thought. This chapter has engaged and pulled together different 
conversations and theories that facilitate a border feminist perspective that can serve to inform 
our understanding of our conditions and struggles that we as women of color face in this society.  
Adrienne Rich (2003) reminds us that women of color’s writings and politics are much 
more than a response to White liberalism or White Euro-American feminism. Rather, the 
intellectual roots of Black feminist theory, for instance, can be found in the analysis of Afro-
American experiences, such as those articulated by Sojourner Truth or Ida B. Wells-Barnett. In 
this manner, Black feminism is “an organic development of the Black movements and 
philosophies of the past, their practice and their printed writings . . . ” (p. 41). Rich further 
reaffirms the coalition that exists and extends beyond the Black feminist movement and that 
engages in active dialogue with other women of color movements within and beyond the U.S. 
This is necessary if we are to break the boundaries and borders that continue to exist within and 
outside of feminist movements. 
Although the injection of woman of color feminist approaches disrupts the normative 
prescription, scholars continue to fight for the inclusion of women’s positionality and stance in 
ethnographical fieldwork and other scholarly research. This struggle continues because after all 
the presumed progress and demarginalization that has advanced our scholarship, women of color 
continue to be relegated to the endnotes of texts, even in books that have been canonical in the 
development and continuance of a liberatory and emancipatory voice that calls for the inclusion 
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of all different voices, spaces, and localities. Needless to say, progress cannot be accurately 
measured without first breaking the contradictions and challenging the double standards that 
continue to permeate in our culture today. Thus, women of color feminisms capture the 
intricacies lost when these narratives are neither privileged nor deemed significant for insertion 
in history. By remaining in the peripheries of research, (i.e., limited to editions in women’s 
anthologies), this work thus becomes displaced. Without the continued contributions of critical 
women of color scholars, the production of knowledge can potentially remain vastly 
unchallenged. 
The substantial intellectual contributions made by women of color scholars has many of 
us emerging from academia indebted to them, for it rests on us who have been greatly influenced 
by their work to now build on the knowledge and construction of the critique and analysis 
introduced and privileged by these founding scholars. Whether we have been empowered by 
their writings and/or direct mentorship (graduate advisors), it is our responsibility to construct 
the next Bridge, the next discourse on women of color feminisms. But how is this to be done, 
and for what purpose? Indeed, this is not an easy undertaking, for it requires that we become 
nakedly open with our own oppressions, with our own prejudices, and with our own heridas 
(wounds). We have to give ourselves, with no reservations, to our research from a space of 
surrender and trust in our lived pedagogies and collective memory, which ultimately constitute 
our own theoretical contributions to our respective fields. There is so much one has to negotiate 
and give of oneself; for this reason, this must come across in our writing. As Anzaldúa (2002) 
herself reminded us, “[t]he meaning and worth of my writing is measured by how much I put 
myself on the line and how much nakedness I achieve” (p. 191).  
Feminist scholarship requires the ongoing process of creating our own definitions—
defining ourselves so that we will not continue to be defined by others (Acevedo, 2001; Flores, 
1996). By redefining ourselves, whether as Chicanas, Latinas, as hermanas (sisters), tias (aunts), 
graduate students, partners, mothers, daughters, we are forging and creating our own identities, 
our own “home”—for we are constructing and reclaiming our own knowledge. We cannot be 
tokenized; we all have a “complex story about our mestiza inheritances that defy simplistic 
explanation” (Acevedo, 2001). 
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Chapter Four 
Methodology 
I use qualitative and interpretive research methods to approach and synthesize my 
findings. This study employs critical narrative research and decolonizing methodologies as its 
theoretical methodological framework. I argue that cultural deficit models, typically utilized in 
research on Chicana/Latina doctoral students, will be challenged by using critical narrative and 
decolonizing methodologies. I analyze and place context, meaning and understanding of these 
findings using biculturalism, border, critical race, and women of color scholarship. Specifically, I 
bring into conversation the major tenets of critical theory of biculturalism, border theory, women 
of color feminism, and critical race theory to show their fluidity and relevance to the present 
study. This study does not seek to homogenize all lived experiences by Chicanas/Latinas in 
doctoral programs. The research methods employed here allow for particular stories to be told, 
and to be recounted for the purpose of contributing to the discourse on education policy as this 
relates to women of color matriculated in doctoral programs.  
Educational researchers use different theoretical frameworks and methodologies to 
understand the educational conditions faced by Chicanos/Latinos in different educational 
contexts from diverse perspectives. Due to the wide spectrum of approaches to research on 
Latino education, it is imperative that I define methodology, method, and theory. Methods are 
“techniques” used to gather evidence or data such as interviews or surveys. Methodologies are 
the theories and analysis of how research is carried out; it is the way in which specific theory is 
applied to particular research objectives. Theory is defined as a conceptual framework that 
attempts to explain educational experiences, outcomes, and processes based on certain untested 
assumptions (Zarate & Conchas, 2010, citing Harding, 1987). 
As Kagendo Mutua and Beth Blue Swadener (2004) suggest, critical personal narratives 
are gaining influence as a genre in education literature and have proved to be strong tools in 
research analysis (see also Denzin, Lincoln, & Smith, 2008a; Denzin, Lincoln, & Smith, 2008b; 
Denzin & Madison, Webster, & Mertova, 2007). Kagendo and Swadener reference Patricia 
Burdell and Beth Blue Swadener (1999), and suggest that this genre, although influenced by 
post-structural and postcolonial themes, tends to draw from critical theories “in that [their texts’ 
content] embody a critique of prevailing structures and relationships of power and inequity in a 
relational context” (p. 16). Thus, the link between critical narrative methodology and critical 
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social theory allows for the interrogation, problematizing, and challenging the binaries of 
knowledge/power, insider/outsider, and the researcher/researched. 
This chapter discusses the research methods employed in this study, including research 
study and design, description of my data, steps taken for qualitative data collection and how data 
analysis was completed. This is followed by a discussion of both critical narrative and 
decolonizing methodologies as the two theoretical methodological frameworks that guide this 
study. Finally, the researcher’s role, anticipated findings, and limitations of the study are 
discussed.  
 
Research Questions 
This study employs an interdisciplinary approach to address the following research 
questions: (a) What has been the academic trajectory of Chicana/Latina doctoral students? (b) 
What has been the graduate experience of Chicana/Latina doctoral students? (c) What academic, 
personal, and social support have Chicana/Latina doctoral students received throughout their 
graduate school experience? and (d) What has helped Chicana/Latina doctoral students persevere 
in spite of any adversity they may have experienced? 
 
Research Study and Design 
The University of Illinois, a large, predominantly White public research university in the 
Midwest served as the research site for this study. The study takes place in a state with 
approximately 1.5 million Latinas/os (12.3% of the total state population). However, this figure 
is not represented in the University of Illinois’ student enrollment of 40,964 (including 
undergraduate, graduate, and professional students) in the Spring of 2013. Of this total number, 
9,279 are graduate students. Out of a self-reported race/ethnicity, 359 of the total graduate 
students are Hispanics. The campus, located in the micro-urban twin cities of Champaign-
Urbana, was selected because I had the opportunity to research major issues, tensions, and 
contradictions between students of color and the university, particularly as these relate to 
diversity and issues of access. 
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Methods 
 Interviews. This study consists of eight in-depth narratives of students who identify as 
Chicana or Latina.  One of those students also identified specifically as a transgender 
Chicana/Chicano, and another student identified as queer Latina. The preceding data was part of 
a larger study that consisted of 126 interviews with undergraduate and graduate students, 
community members, university administrators, and faculty. Data was drawn from existing 
narratives (interviews)
28
 for the A Project of Diversity (APOD) project collective, for which I 
was a graduate research associate between fall 2007–spring 2009. As a graduate research 
associate, I interviewed doctoral students from various disciplines at the University of Illinois. I 
used this subset of data to develop an understanding of the manner in which Chicana/Latina 
doctoral students negotiate their schooling with other aspects of their lives and how the latter 
informs their graduate school experience.  
 Graduate research associates and community member researchers were trained by the 
principal investigator, a renowned woman of color scholar, in critical narrative methods based on 
a participatory decolonizing approach. As research associates, we were trained in the use of 
media recording equipment in order to facilitate the documentation of interview narratives. The 
media recordings were integrated into the facilitation of public dialogues, coding and analysis of 
all research data; and the production of curriculum, research reports, and other publications and 
presentations associated with the study.  
Investigators and research associates, including myself, initiated face-to-face interviews 
with a convenience sample of individuals well-known to us via e-mails and/or phone numbers 
publically available through the University of Illinois’ website, as well as through word of 
mouth. A snowball effect led to increased knowledge and recommendations for study 
participation. In these instances, the APOD research team members’ contact information was 
provided so that any person interested in participating in the project could contact APOD 
directly. I received versions of the eight transcribed interviews identified here via a password-
protected flash drive; in a pseudonym, de-identified, coded manner. Participants self-selected 
pseudonyms to protect their identity.  
In an effort to bring into awareness my own subjectivity and assumptions that might bias 
my research, I asked another research team member to interview me and ask me to respond to the 
                                                 
28
 The terms narratives and interviews will be used interchangeably when referring to the data for this study. 
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same prompt we gave to each participant. According to Mary Kay Kramp (2004), “this self-
awareness on the part of the researcher is especially critical in narrative inquiry” (p. 115). This 
approach, referred to as a bracketing interview allowed me to become more aware of my own 
presumptions. In doing so, I was able to see how vulnerable I was to the topics being addressed 
in the questions.  
Participants who no longer lived in Champaign County were interviewed in-studio by 
telephone. The length of these interviews was approximately 90 minutes. All participants were 
interviewed once for this project and were guaranteed a confidential, secure conversation. In the 
occasion where a follow-up interview was needed to clarify responses, participants were 
contacted via telephone or e-mail. 
What follows is a description of APOD, its emergence and purpose, and the impact it has 
had not only on the communities it addresses, but also on its research team members—including 
myself. I am using this small subset of data to develop an understanding of the manner in which 
Chicana/Latina doctoral students, specifically, negotiate their schooling with other aspects of 
their lives and how the latter informs their graduate school experience.  
 
A Project of Diversity.
29
 A Project of Diversity (APOD) emerged in the 2006-2007 
academic year out of a necessity to create a space on campus for dialogue that encouraged 
critical reflection of social inequalities and marginalizations of historically underrepresented 
populations in higher education (refer to footnote 44). It was developed of people who were 
members of the campus organization called Students for Social Justice (SSJ) and inspired by the 
spirit and commitment that arose from the group. The year 2006 saw an escalation in derogatory 
themed-parties, such as the Tacos and Tequila incident, and the ongoing debates regarding the 
removal of Chief Illiniwek as the university’s mascot. This was made clear during a forum held 
in the spring 2007, organized by SSJ and its supporters.  
                                                 
29
 APOD is a University of Illinois research team made of faculty, students, administrators, and community 
members committed to critically engaging values and practices associated with the perpetuation of the culture of 
silence on the university campus. A major goal of the study has been to access, through narratives and dialogues 
with Black, Latina/o, Asian-American, Native American, Queer, and constituents with disabilities, those 
institutional factors—often enacted unwittingly—that discourage or negate on-going public engagement with those 
concerns related to class, racialized, gender, sexual, and ability differences, central to academic life within a 
university environment. Two philosophical traditions, in combination, undergird the qualitative, quantitative, 
historical, and media development, as well as implementation and analysis of the APOD research—namely, a 
critical narrative methodology and a decolonizing approach.  
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Those present at the forum included members of Native American tribal affiliations from 
across the country, students, administrators, faculty, and other members of the extended 
community. What transpired out of discussions that emerged in this forum made it visibly clear 
that the administration could no longer ignore the issues causing inequalities on the college 
campus. In 2007, the administration responded by creating a new initiative, Inclusive 
Communities.
30
  Nonetheless, progressive students, faculty, community members, and staff 
demanded more. They demanded that the administration take immediate action in addressing the 
escalating concerns over hatred crimes and racial/ethnic intolerance on campus. The work and 
efforts of the APOD research team became more relevant by creating safe spaces for 
emancipatory dialogues to occur and for marginalized students to tell their stories. 
APOD developed organically, primarily through the work of a prominent scholar of color 
and graduate students from her department. The APOD research team brought together the 
collaboration among undergraduate and graduate students, faculty, administrators and 
community members, given the importance in connecting the institution to the community. The 
team was “fundamentally committed to critically engaging the meanings and values associated 
with the perpetuation of social inequalities, the culture of silence, and the marginalization of 
historically underrepresented populations in higher education—all factors that discourage or 
negate public engagement on issues central to their academic survival and success.” 31  
As APOD research associates, we taught each other media skills as an integrated 
component of the research process, to utilize critical media literacy in the development of public 
print and video materials. We used these skills along with the application of a decolonizing 
methodology to transcribe narratives with hopes that in the process we would be able to uncover 
campus inequalities. The critical decolonizing approach to narrative research utilized for this 
project (IRB approved) sought to bring credibility to the silenced stories of difficult experiences 
often considered to be outside the realm of institutional realities. The critical narrative methods 
analyze personal stories, the storytelling process, and the relationship between individual 
narratives and the larger cultural, political and economic conditions that inform their creation.
32
  
                                                 
30
 Inclusive Communities is a pseudonym used to protect the integrity of the initiative. 
31
 Much of this background information on APOD was retrieved from different unpublished proposals drafted and/or 
submitted by the Project Investigator soliciting external/internal funding support for the project. 
32
 Critical Narrative research refers to a methodological approach that seeks to bring credibility to the untold stories 
of experiences generally considered outside commonsensical notions of reality—stories often deemed merely 
anecdotal. 
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Through the project’s PI guidance, our participation in the narrative project prepared us 
in different aspects of the research process. As graduate students, we participated in a year-long 
course specifically focused on the use of a decolonizing approach and critical narrative research 
methodology. The course provided us with theoretical preparation, along with methodological 
and ethical guidance in: (a) developing research skills in conducting effective narrative 
interviews; (b) documenting narratives through the use of digital audio and video means; (c) 
coding of research interviews; (d) critical analysis of the research data; and (e) creating 
curriculum, audio-visuals materials, research reports, articles and presentations.  
Recorded and transcribed narratives from students, faculty, administrators, staff, and 
community members from underrepresented groups were critically analyzed, for the purposes of 
developing a comprehensive understanding of how social discrimination, inequalities, and 
exclusions impact campus life. The project indirectly encouraged individuals to openly share 
difficult experiences of social discrimination, inequalities, and exclusion at the University of 
Illinois. By creating opportunities for participants to use these narratives to engage their 
communities, the APOD project created the conditions for historically marginalized students to 
empower themselves and to take actions to improve the campus climate. Participants felt relieved 
after they shared their experiences on the campus; many expressed that they had not had been 
previously given the opportunity. They welcomed and appreciated the opportunity and space that 
was created and the insights that resulted. 
Data analysis. Narrative research procedures, analysis, and conceptualization are applied 
to the analysis of the interviews. To carry out the coding of data, a thematic analysis of repetitive 
concepts identified within transcribed narratives was coded and grouped systematically 
according to Owen’s approach. William Foster Owen (1984; see also Basit, 2003; Overcash, 
2004) suggests three points of reference in the identification of narrative themes: (a) Recurrence 
of ideas within the narrative data (ideas that have similar meaning but different wording); (b) 
Repetition (the existence of the same ideas using the same wording); and (c) Forcefulness (verbal 
or non-verbal cues that reinforce a concept).  
The study is premised on the assumption that through comprehensive thematic analysis, 
the stories and dialogues reveal central issues associated with the dynamics of power and 
privilege significant to the manner in which students experience life within their graduate 
programs. There was careful reflection and dialogue with participants to determine if our 
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understanding of meanings communicated in the story were accurate. I anticipate that this 
analysis will further inform educational policy on issues impacting Chicana/Latina doctoral 
students. To this end, my intention is that these narratives will engage readers in what Glenda 
Moss (2004) describes as “reflection of their own personal multicultural dispositions, place that 
in the broader critical . . . education discourse, and consider the implications for their local 
educational context” in the struggle for equitable social justice (p. 364). Moss asks an important 
question that I am grappling with in my own research, and that is, “[d]oes social justice work 
require a privileging of those voices that were previously marginalized?” to which she responds, 
“as long as educational organizations perceive participation in decision making to be the 
responsibility of those in positions of authority rather than a responsibility of all members, social 
justice work may require privileging those, who are marginalized” (p. 368).  
Strategy for validating findings. Part of what constitutes narrative research is that it 
“does not strive to produce any conclusions of certainty, but aims for its findings to be ‘well 
grounded’ and ‘supportable’” (Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 4). Through careful review of the 
data, I generated a series of empirical assertions, for which I sought evidence that both confirms 
and challenges or/questions the validity of my assertion. I also looked for common threads 
among assertions, connecting data that supports these assertions and seeking patterns of 
generalization within this particular study. To achieve this, data analysis included interpretive 
commentary and theoretical formulations.  
Data sources and background. This study includes sources such as data sets, canonical 
texts, academic journals, census data, government reports, original audio (radio show segment), 
and other secondary sources that focus on the schooling of underrepresented student populations. 
It is imperative to also draw on my own experience as an emerging scholar having navigated the 
K-post secondary educational system, specifically as this relates to the use of testimonio and 
Indigenous ways of knowing. I use my testimonio here in order to critically engage with my data 
sources as well as embody a decolonial approach that is central to my study. 
I examined the work of primarily Chicana feminist scholars, critical theorists, 
anthropologists, and sociologists (i.e., Alarcón, 2003; Alexander, 2005; Anzaldúa, 1987; Darder, 
1991, 1995, 2002; Lugo, 2008; Perez, 1999; Rosaldo, 1993; Segura & Pesquera, 1998), whose 
scholarly work is renowned in the analysis and critique of U.S. schooling, particularly as it 
pertains to students and faculty of color.  
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Methodological Frameworks 
Two theoretical methodological frameworks are employed in this study, critical narrative 
research and decolonizing methodologies. In addition, the method of testimonio is employed to 
further push the discussion and analysis of the study. The stories collected gave the researchers a  
different way to look at and approach themes such as struggles and survival which became the 
impetus for the project. Embedded in the discussion is the influence of Chicana feminist theory, 
border theory, critical theory of biculturalism, and women of color feminisms—each of which 
serves to further inform and problematize the discussion on issues facing Chicana/Latina and 
queer students of color in doctoral programs.  
 Critical narrative methodology. Critical narrative research is a methodological approach 
that incorporates a critical analysis of personal stories, the processes of storytelling, and the 
relationship between individual narratives and the larger cultural, political and economic 
conditions that inform their creation (Darder, 2012, 2011, 2008; see also Madison, 2005; Smith, 
1999; Webster & Mertova, 2007). This approach is highly interdisciplinary, seeking to draw 
upon narrative research traditions in disciplines such as education, sociology, and cultural 
studies. Employing a critical narrative methodology thus, allows for the researcher to learn from 
the participants which serves to inform and bring this knowledge to organic spaces, such as was 
the case with the APOD project, where we brought this knowledge to public dialogue forums and 
other community spaces.  
In accordance with a critical narrative methodology, it was neither my intention nor 
purpose to get a representative sample, but rather, to allow for the participants’ own voices to 
come through in the final analysis. These narratives brought much depth, analytical substance, 
rigor, and complexity to the discussion. I anticipated that this would allow for the engagement of 
Chicana/Latina doctoral students and their experiences in negotiating their respective individual, 
cultural, pedagogical, and intellectual spaces without essentializing or patronizing their lived 
histories. Narrative as a research approach allows for in-depth interrogation of the life histories 
of participants. These stories are part of a larger social construct that serve to inform more 
extended narratives beyond the individual. Narrative analysis does more than simply identify 
what stories are being told, it both renders important and privileges human agency. According to 
Janine A. Overcash (2004), narrative as a term describes the multiple ways individuals “perform 
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the ‘telling of events’” (p. 15). In this sense then, narrative methods become part of the events 
rather than just a way of recounting the events (Carr, 1986; Overcash, 2004).  
 The uniqueness of the narrative accounts “become a part of a much larger experience of 
culture and social relations within a community” (Overcash, 2004, p. 16). Narrative data are 
usually derived from open-ended questions; structured or semi-structured interviews work to 
explore people’s views of reality and allow for the researcher to generate theory. Similarly, 
Kramp (2004) recognizes that narratives prioritizes the participant, the storyteller. In this 
manner, Kramp privileges the life experience of the participant rather than gaining insight into 
the individual through researcher observation. Kramp suggests: 
The subject of our research is not the object of observation, but is the narrator, the 
storyteller. Consequently, narrative inquiry reconfigures the relationship between the 
interviewer and the interviewee that is characteristic of traditional research. You as 
researcher give authority to the storyteller, whom you acknowledge as the one who 
knows and tells. (p. 111) 
 
Critical narrative methodology allows for an investigation of how the development of 
spaces for participants to construct and recount their stories of marginalization at the University 
of Illinois gives students a voice. Narrative research provides insight into participants’ 
experiences and strategies that serve to make recommendations for unbiased inclusivity of 
graduate students of color at universities. The interconnectedness of narrative and human 
experience means that one cannot fully capture experiences solely by empirical methods (i.e. 
statistical data). Narrative method therefore, has the “ability to explore and communicate internal 
and external experience . . . [in addition to] the capability of crossing the boundaries between 
research and practice . . . and capability of encompassing factors of time and communication in 
change” (Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 10).  
Webster and Mertova (2007) propose that quantitative methods can be rather ineffective, 
given that they tend to overlook complex issues deemed important to participants. Furthermore, 
they contest how traditional empirical research methods have limited the concept of “validity” 
(p. 4). These methods, for instance, tend to regard tests and measuring instruments as the “best 
tools for validating research findings, operating within formal systems and focusing on empirical 
rigour” (p. 4). Webster and Mertova, on the other hand, view narrative research as aiming for its 
findings to retain an emphasis on the linguistic reality of human experience. Consequently, 
narrative research does not claim to represent the exact “truth,” but rather aims for results to 
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remain open-ended. While in quantitative research “reliability” refers to the consistency and 
stability of the measuring instruments, by contrast, narrative research attention is directed to the 
“trustworthiness” of field notes and transcripts of the interviews (p. 5). Webster and Mertova 
further claim that while quantitative research tends to overlook the impact of experience, 
narrative inquiry facilitates a deeper understanding of that experience. Narrative research strives, 
in this manner, to collect “the most inclusive body of data possible” (p. 19) 
Decolonizing methodology. Decolonization as utilized in this study proposes a counter-
narrative to “the colonizing tendency of the act of research itself as a practice particularly when it 
is carried out in contexts in which the individuals have been stripped of their power for self-
definition and self-expression by being cast in the role of the marginalized Other” (Mutua & 
Swadener, 2004, p. 12). Inherent in this approach is a participatory understanding of knowledge, 
one which opposes the decontextualization and appropriation of personal histories, and rather 
(re)claims those personal stories and experiences of subjugated groups. As such is the case in this 
study, the experiences of Chicanas/Latinas and queer Chicanas/Chicanos in the academy serves 
this very purpose. Thus, the need to decolonize the Western academy that privileges Western 
knowledge over indigenous epistemologies is imperative. 
Decolonizing research requires that one considers the ways in which oppressive 
structures are pronounced in research with the objective of giving birth to new methodologies 
and knowledge production that proves useful to the oppressed/colonized peoples “as they 
struggle to emancipate themselves individually and collectively in both discursive and material 
ways” (Mutua & Swadener, 2004, p. 14). Just as Anzaldúa (1987) calls for the rewriting of our 
histories, so does Smith (2005), as she demonstrates how indigenous peoples approach their 
research, as “a view to rewriting and rerighting [their] position in history” (p. 28).  
Decolonizing methodology allows researchers to discuss the contradictions faced by 
students of color. Participants in this study, as their narratives will show, struggle to reconcile 
with the “cultural crisis” they experience because of the institution’s pressures to assimilate to 
the dominant culture while unable to find a familiar cultural environment within the university 
(Darder, 2012). While on the one hand participants feel privileged or “lucky” to occupy a space 
in academia, as students of color they are also aware of their subordinate and marginalized 
location. This is manifested in the daily microaggressions many of them must bear. Feelings of 
isolation and disconnectedness plague many graduate students of color, due largely to the dire 
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statistics of students of color enrolled in doctoral programs, and the lack of diversity in faculty 
and cohorts.  
Decolonization can be thought of as a cognitive concept of healing the now. Smith (2005) 
defines decolonization as a process that engages with imperialism and colonialism at different 
levels; one which for researchers is concerned with “having a more critical understanding of the 
underlying assumptions, motivations and values which inform research practices” (p. 20). 
Decolonization is about being able to locate oneself in a safe space to trust, to love, to be in 
kinship, to be in community, to be free. Decolonization requires bringing the whole person into 
the process by moving the whole being along with community, within a larger movement. 
Decolonization is a way to look at the inner world—yours and that of oppressed people, where 
one begins to understand why we behave the way that we do. Are we recolonizing or 
decolonizing ourselves in the academy? How should structures be conceived of? These are 
questions a decolonized methodology asks of the researcher. The process of decolonization 
involves the decentering of the colonized body (gender, sexuality, etc.)—to reinvent power in 
context of emancipatory struggle. It is from such tension that comes creativity. 
Decolonization does not mean a “total rejection of all theory or research or Western 
knowledge. Rather, it is about centering our concerns and world views and then coming to know 
and understand theory and research from our own perspectives and for our own purposes” 
(Smith, 1999, p. 39). Thus, by decolonizing the methodologies and methods used in our research, 
what Smith is suggesting is that we come to recuperate our stories, our histories, and our pasts. 
As marginalized subjects, researchers, our interest in recuperating and reclaiming our histories 
has less to do with following the traditional discipline of history and more to do with “a very 
powerful need to give testimony to and restore a spirit, to bring back into existence a world 
fragmented and dying,” when engaging indigenous scholars’ research, one that extends to other 
marginalized populations (Smith, 2005, p. 28). 
When one engages with decolonizing research, one has to become cognizant of “the 
existence of colonizing tendencies of particular practices, individuals, and/or institutions within 
post/neo/ non/colonial contexts, with the latter referring to contexts in which the historical 
experience of colonization has never occurred, or at least never been openly acknowledged” 
(Mutua & Swadener, 2004, p. 12). In other words, one cannot conceive of decolonization as a 
forced binary, as Mutua and Swadener cautions the researcher, where only those previously 
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subjugated to colonization can have access to it. Moreover, decolonizing theory and research 
methodologies offer an analysis, 
a framework of ethical responses to forced removal, dispossession, invisibility, and dual 
status mature of disenfranchised people within systems of domination, especially useful 
in the United States as in other governments in which colonization has been the primary 
relationship to its people. (Tuck & Fine, 2006, p. 159).  
A decolonizing agenda challenges the dominant beliefs of “entitlement, power, research, 
and knowing” (p. 149). Tuck and Fine (2006) grapple with what they identify as the four 
corners—as inner angles—to engage with a decolonizing approach. These corners include: (a) 
the hegemonic voice-over of colonization; (b) that which is obscured by colonizers’ guilt; (c) 
how indigenous and decolonizing theories might/already inform an epistemological shift; and (d) 
PAR praxes participatory action research praxes as praxes of self-determination. Together, Tuck 
and Fine interpret these angles as representing “a range of ethical responses to/with indigenous 
and decolonizing theories” (p. 147). Narrowing on corner three, Tuck pushes on an important 
question, specifically, “How might indigenous and decolonizing theories inform a crucial 
epistemological shift?” Indigenous theorists have called for qualitative researchers to construct 
new spaces of inquiry and to interrupt/intervene on existing theory; to resist the homogenized 
version of democracy practiced in the U.S.; and to reclaim spaces and narratives that have been 
historically used against subjugated groups. 
As researchers we have an ethical and moral responsibility to hold ourselves accountable 
to those populations we study, and how their histories are told. In the words of Norman K. 
Denzin and Michael D. Giardina (2006): 
Our challenge is clear: to transform and change the spaces in which we exist in the 
academy; to take hold of the terms that define our existence in relationship to the other 
disciplines and the journals and the apparatuses and the departments, and tenure, and 
recruitment, and teaching, and instruction, and funding, and publishing, and journals; to 
take hold of our own existence, our own history, and make it into a dream that was there 
from the beginning when we were called into this space of qualitative research. (p. 35) 
 
 
Role of the Researcher, Anticipated Findings, and Limitations 
A concern that continues to intrigue my intellectual formation and maturity in the 
academy is the role the researcher assumes with her participants. Embedded here are issues of 
ethics, location, responsibility, and representation. Research is potentially implicated in the 
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exclusion of alternative knowledge (other people’s knowledge aside from Western scholars), as 
women of color intellectuals, we must remain cognizant and ever vigilant of our own complicity 
as scholars conducting fieldwork in our own communities. This is particularly relevant at a time 
when the globalization of knowledge, or what is often referred to as universal knowledge, 
continues to be appropriated by Western authority over the knowledges, cultures, and languages 
of marginalized groups (Smith, 1999).  
Our responsibility as researchers is thus, to develop community-based initiatives, engage 
in continuing knowledge sharing processes, and share the theories and analyses, which inform 
knowledge production. According to Smith (1999), the challenge rests in demystifying and 
decolonizing what has been written from a Western interpretation. We have to be watchful of not 
exploiting participants in our research projects. We receive our doctorates, our tenure track 
positions, and with most likelihood, lucrative careers, but what do our participants who helped us 
attain these privileges get in return? Is there a true reciprocity in return, or is this even taken into 
account in the pursuit for the production of knowledge? 
Darder (1994) discusses the importance and contributions of a cultural democratic 
research approach for it “begins with the view that human beings participate actively in 
producing meaning and knowledge in their ongoing interactions with the environment” (p. 32). 
Culturally democratic research, the kind that Darder (1994) advocates allows for the research 
participant to reflect critically, this is what research is supposed to promote—allow for—provide 
a space for—to reflect critically on the conditions and environment in which participants find 
themselves, particularly if they come from subordinated populations. The process of reflecting 
creates the catalyst, the opportunity to promote change, to initiate dialogical exchanges that 
address at a deep level the circumstances facing this population. This research, Darder further 
argues, must “reinforce a language of possibility while acknowledging the human experience of 
despair that can arise when people must contend daily with the impact of social and economic 
injustice” (p. 33). 
 
Research Design 
Researcher reflexivity is important when using a critical narrative approach. Thus, 
follow-up conversations with research participants in this study were conducted to review the 
transcribed interviews and discuss the major themes that emerged from the interview; however, 
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not everyone in the study participated in the latter. The analysis of these interviews is subjected 
to the application of narrative research procedures, analysis, and conceptualization. The research 
data has provided me with an opportunity to assess closely the generalizability of the content of 
narratives. A content analysis approach was employed with this data set. I coded and logged 
data, by identifying significant themes and categories from the eight narratives to inform my 
analysis and conclusions. 
 
Limitations of the Study 
The major limitation of the study is that gender is too confining. Pancho, as a queer 
Chicana/Chicano, provides a particular space from which to reflect on what it means to be 
transitioning from one gender to another. His narrative enriched the study by pushing beyond the 
gender binary of sexuality and Chicana/Chicano and Latina/Latino identity and to consider the 
experiences of queer transgendered students of color in graduate school. Pancho’s personal 
account of the daily microaggressions he transgresses, for example, speak to the almost 
nonexistence of support for transgendered students.  
My study included eight Chicana/Latina doctoral students. Two identified as queer, one 
was transgendered. All eight participants were from the social sciences or humanities. This gives 
my study great internal validity but decreased generalizability. Nevertheless, because it is a study 
rooted in a decolonizing and critical narrative methodology, it renders validity to the data 
collected. The small sample size allowed for greater interview depth and better qualitative data. 
Another potential source of bias is my testimonio, which resonates with many of the participants’ 
narratives.  
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Chapter Five 
(Re)Claiming Voice: The Narratives 
This chapter introduces the narratives of the eight Chicana/Latina doctoral student 
participants comprising this study. Two identified as queer, one was transgendered. At the time 
of the interviews, all eight were enrolled at the University of Illinois. These interviews took place 
between 2007 and 2009 as part of the A Project of Diversity (APOD) research team’s efforts. 
This work occurred during a period of racial tension and hostility at the University of Illinois 
over the removal of Chief Illiniwek as the university’s mascot. APOD emerged out of the vision 
of a prominent professor of color, her advisees, and other graduate students as a response to 
multiple campus climate issues affecting the institution at the time (see Chapter Four 
Methodology for details).  
 
Participants  
This study is comprised of eight self-identified Chicana/Latina doctoral students (two 
identified as queer, one was transgendered) enrolled in academic departments in the Humanities 
and Social Sciences at the University of Illinois during the time the interviews were conducted. 
Participants differ in their ethnic identification, socio-economic status, citizenship status, 
political/activist involvement and sexual orientation. Table 2 below highlights the participants 
who inform this study. Participants self-selected pseudonyms to protect their identity. 
Table 2 
Participants’ Personal Demographics (at Time of Interviews). 
Name Identity 
Geographic area where 
raised Years at university Field of study 
Angelica Chicana California 4  Social Science 
Chencha Chicana California 6  Social Science 
Esperanza Mexican California 1  Social Science 
Jennifer Latina California 4  Humanities 
Larisa Mexican Washington 4  Social Science 
Lola Puerto Rican Puerto Rico 6  Humanities 
Pancho Chicana/Chicano California 3  Social Science 
Soledad Chicana California 6  Social Science 
 
Participants’ time at the university ranged between 1 and 6 years in their doctoral 
programs. Their personal lives, experiences, and demographics varied and also intersected in 
many ways. One of the mujeres (women), Soledad, is married with one child; Lola identified as a 
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Puerto Rican queer woman; Larisa and Esperanza were born in Mexico but immigrated to the 
U.S. with their mothers at a young age. The majority of them, six out of the eight participants, 
were raised in California, while one was raised in Mexico, who later moved with her mother and 
siblings to reunite with her father in the northwest; Lola lived in Puerto Rico until the age of 22, 
with a brief residence in Georgia before enrolling at the University of Illinois. What follows are 
the narratives of the eight participants. 
 
Angelica 
Angelica is a U.S. born, self-identified Chicana from southern California. Her parents 
both emigrated from Mexico and settled in Los Angeles. She describes her family as strong and 
supportive, and underscores that her mother has been the rock of her family. Since an early age, 
her mother instilled in Angelica and her two siblings the importance of going to school and 
obtaining an education. Angelica recalls first learning the word pedagogy from her mother. She 
shares that if she was not pursuing a Ph.D., that “it would have been [just as] big …to be a 
teacher.” 
As a first-generation college student, and as the first one in her immediate and extended 
family to pursue a Ph.D., completing her degree in the Midwest has been difficult on Angelica 
and her parents. She shares that it has been heart wrenching for them because: 
They’re like “we just want our daughter back.” It’s not just getting the degree but how 
am I getting it . . . sometimes the challenges are just not having them here. Though they 
are [here] spiritually and . . . through the phone and Internet. 
 
Angelica remembers how hard it was on her father when she decided to remain in Illinois 
to pursue her Ph.D. after she earned her Master’s degree. She shares, “when I told them I wasn’t 
going to come back [home] after 2 years that was the first time my dad cried.” As difficult as it 
has been to be far away from family, Angelica nurtures a close relationship with them, and finds 
ways to involve them in her research projects.  
Angelica appreciates the sacrifices her parents have made for her and her siblings. She 
understands how hard it must have been for her parents to leave their life in Mexico in order to 
provide a better life for their family in the U.S. By having them realize that what she is doing “is 
bigger than just money or just a job or just a profession,” Angelica wants them to understand the 
sacrifices she is making for the betterment of her family and community. Just as her parents 
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emigrated to the U.S. seeking better opportunities, so did Angelica when she chose to pursue her 
graduate work in Illinois.  
Angelica understands the importance in paying forward, especially because she 
recognizes the mentorship and support she has received throughout her educational trajectory. 
She shares:  
I try to do things not forgetting people, like not forgetting who helped me get to [where] I 
am . . . if I look back [at] who helped [me it was] my mom . . . my dad. Who I am is all 
the relationships I [have] been in whether [with] teachers, students, children and I don’t 
know maybe those who build structure forget that there are people who made them so. 
 
Angelica and her childhood friends often discuss the material conditions and environment 
in which they grew up. Several of them are now educators themselves, who in retrospect, 
recognize that their material conditions influenced their circumstances growing up. Nevertheless, 
they admit that they were not aware that their families were living in poverty because they lived 
in a poor and working class neighborhood where everyone shared the same socio-economic 
background. In most instances, their families continue to live in poverty. Moving to the Midwest 
for graduate school has made Angelica further acute of the multiple struggles different 
disfranchised populations face. She describes growing up in a neighborhood with other 
Mexicanos who experienced her family’s same socio-economic background, and it was by 
stepping out of that environment that she grew more conscientious of her family’s economic 
location: 
I only knew I couldn’t buy that or I couldn’t get that or yeah, my parents are from 
Mexico and everyone’s parents are from Mexico too. Because you are within that 
[environment], but moving out and being in the Midwest has really opened my eyes to 
the different struggles people face. 
 
Angelica takes out student loans to cover her own school expenses, in addition to 
subsidizing expenditures her parents incurred. Although she does not see helping her family as a 
financial burden, it has nevertheless, been difficult on her. There have been occasions when 
Angelica herself has experienced financial shortcomings that she had to resolve on her own. For 
example, Angelica recounts that during her second year at the University of Illinois, her funding 
was cut: 
My second year here [University of Illinois] out of nowhere, I got my funding cut. 
Instead of 50% RAship that I had my first year, my second year I had a 25% RAship and 
I was living off of that and I don’t count on a parent salary which I heard students talk 
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about, “Oh yeah, my dad sent me money.” I don’t count on that. Instead, it’s the other 
way around. They count on me sending [money] back home. So the second semester was 
really hard because I didn’t get a letter letting me know why [my] funding was cut. The 
only reason I was able to survive that whole semester was because I moved in with two 
other graduate students I [knew]. I had to take out more loans. 
 
Although Angelica recognizes just how important it is for her to be completing her doctoral 
studies, a part of her feels that she could already have had a career to contribute financially to her 
parents’ household if only she would have returned to Los Angeles after completing her Master’s 
degree at the University of Illinois. 
Angelica recalls that she first adopted the term “Chicana” from her older brother, who 
after enrolling in Ethnic Studies courses in college became aware of its political meaning, and 
inculcated its importance on to Angelica: 
The Chicana identity had become part of me since high school . . . when my brother came 
back home [from college] and we were filling out the free lunch application. He made me 
Other [he checked Other on the ethnic box]. I was like . . . Other I think there was a 
Hispanic or Mexican American box. And I was like I’m that one and he’s like no. So he 
crossed out and put Chicana on it and [said] “from now on you’re Chicana” and I’m like 
“what the hell”? So on paper, I think it’s the first time I became Chicana. 
 
Navigating the academy as a first-generation college student has brought about many 
challenges for Angelica. She relates that when she started her undergraduate education at a 
University of California campus in Northern California, she enrolled not knowing that it was a 
research university. She considered dropping out her sophomore year because she did not feel 
confident in her writing. Angelica was “getting a lot of mixed feelings from professors.” The 
lack of information, Angelica relates, does not mean that you are ignorant; it just means that you 
lack the resources. She feels that she has learned “so much about [herself], about [her] struggle, 
about where [she is] going, about what [she loves] to teach.” 
The University of Illinois was not Angelica’s first choice for graduate school; to the 
contrary, it was the last school she applied to. Angelica learned about Illinois through graduate 
students enrolled in different disciplines at the University of Illinois whose experiences were 
positive. Angelica was also familiar with her graduate advisor’s work, which influenced her final 
decision to enroll at the university. Angelica recognizes that “that’s what brought me here not 
anything else.” 
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Angelica’s graduate school experience has been eased by the relationships she has 
nurtured and the courses she has taken: 
It’s the people within the radio collective. It’s the people within [COS] and different 
classes. [My] decolonizing methodology course . . . the class was more about how you 
grab or hold onto what you learn, what you live and channel it and transform it in a 
beauty way. How do you resist struggle walking in beauty? [Angelica remembers taking 
this course] at the time I was writing my thesis and I was already debating whether to 
leave or stay [to complete a Ph.D.]. This class became a network where I found myself 
thinking [that]what I was doing and what I was writing was important and why it was 
important. It was this sense of humanizing ourselves within academia. 
 
Angelica explains that, “people fear differences, people fear the Other. People fear, and 
that’s why they have to create [a] border.” During the removal of Chief Illiniwek as mascot of 
the University of Illinois, Angelica experienced moments of uncertainty when she feared for her 
safety:  
Last year when all this was happening with the Chief stuff, I was living by myself . . . my 
picture was on the website, my name was on the website. All the student staff was on the 
website (referring to the cultural house’s website, where she worked).  
 
Any threat against the school’s tradition—their symbol, and what they have known (referring to 
individuals raised to honor the Chief, honor the tradition which is mostly middle class) is going 
to make Pro-Chief supporters uncomfortable, Angelica underscores, because they do not want 
their privileges questioned: 
There is an appropriation of culture and definitely no respect towards indigenous people 
who are saying that [the Chief mascot] is not respectful. There [has] been such a long 
history and struggle and resistance against the Chief.  
 
Angelica equates pro-Chief signs circulating around campus with “No Mexicans allowed” signs 
[placed in businesses in the 1950s and 1960s prior to the passage of civil rights legislation]:  
This big orange sign saying “Save the Chief!” reminded me [of other signs such as those 
displaying] no Mexicans allowed. In my mind, I read “you are not allowed here.” 
 
Angelica recalls the time she and her colleagues were attending a conference in 
Cleveland, OH presenting on racism and education when they learned that the Chancellor at the 
University of Illinois allowed the Chief iconography to appear at the homecoming parade (after 
the official removal of the Chief as the school’s mascot) allegedly because it was an exercise of 
“free speech.” Angelica comments: 
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You lose respect for people in these positions that talk about freedom, talk about 
democracy, talk about being inclusive, this Inclusive [Communities] project . . . I know 
that he doesn’t know [the Chancellor] and he will never know what people of color, 
women of color go through. 
 
The university’s administration, Angelica suggests, needs to provide “more room to 
house more professors. There’s no room to even call out or hire more professors and how can 
you say you’re really diversifying the campus when they have no space?” More specifically, in 
referring to one of the ethnic studies programs, Angelica describes the limitations of having no 
physical space to house new faculty hires, teaching assistants, or student staff. Although she does 
not oppose sharing desk space with other teaching assistants, Angelica feels that if the university 
is committed to diversity, then: 
[Administrators] should start looking at these programs [and departments] and [see] what 
are their needs and how [they] can help . . . by giving you more space, better classrooms. 
Sometimes [instructors] who are teaching media or want to teach media, they have 
classrooms [where] no media [is] accessible.  
 
Angelica continues: 
All the hardships and sacrifices are now what drive me, what’s driving the passion I have 
to complete a degree that hopefully will offer [hope] to these students who probably have 
those same fears, same doubts that I had when I was [a] sophomore. 
 
The following captures Angelica’s feelings of privilege and marginalization in academia: 
 
I am here with people who I care about, who I trust, whom I do feel safe with, even 
within our contradictions. I appreciate the stuff I do have and I have learned from those 
who are resisting with me and are struggling with me in these structural places. I am here 
to learn the skills and look at it as a process of growing and being human and surviving 
different struggles. I know and I recognize my own privilege because I always try to 
think of those who aren’t here. Out of so many students . . . [out of] all of my friends, I’m 
the only one who [is] getting a Ph.D. 
 
 
Chencha 
Chencha is a first-generation, self-identified Chicana doctoral student raised in southern 
California. She came to the University of Illinois for graduate studies to pursue a Ph.D. in the 
humanities. Much of what influenced Chencha’s decision to enroll at the University of Illinois 
was the fact that it was one of the only programs in the country to have more than one faculty of 
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color in the department. Her department had a Latina and a Chicano scholar at the time, which 
most research universities did not have when she was applying. 
In the time she has spent in the Midwest, Chencha has come to realize the resistance 
others exert when she and other graduate students choose to identify themselves as Chicanos or 
another identities:  
In terms of identifying as Chicana, [it] makes no sense to people here, especially in [my 
department], because you get people from elsewhere and for the most part they see 
themselves as very White liberal, progressive and they’re just humans and can’t 
understand why me, or other people in my department were so adamant in identifying 
ourselves. 
 
Chencha was mentored and acquired extensive research experience from faculty of color during 
her undergraduate studies at a University of California campus. She worked as a research 
assistant for a Chicano professor conducting a longitudinal study. As part of her position, 
Chencha gained skills from conducting interviews and transcribing these herself. She credits this 
research experience for informing the kind of research she is currently conducting in her doctoral 
work.  
Although Chencha anticipated finding a strong coalition of students with whom she could 
identify and collaborate with in Illinois, she recalls how difficult and isolating it was for her 
when she first arrived to campus. Chencha cried every day because she felt overwhelmed. She 
relayed the pain of these early semesters at the University of Illinois: 
[I] really didn’t have a community to turn to because there [weren’t] many other students 
in my first year. I would call home every day crying. And I would talk to my 
undergraduate mentors. They would tell me, come back . . . we’ll do whatever it takes to 
get you back. I had been admitted to the grad program at [the] UC [campus I attended as 
an undergraduate] . . . just hearing that was comforting enough, to know that I had an 
option. 
 
It was during this time that the debate regarding the removal of the school’s mascot was 
generating tensions. During the retirement of Chief Illiniwek as mascot, Chencha recalls the 
hostility experienced on campus for students of color, and particularly for those involved in 
organizing efforts, and the anxiety this provoked. One incident involved a close friend of 
Chencha’s, a Native American student, who received numerous anonymous threats. Chencha 
feared for her friend’s safety. She remembers this experience as unsettling: 
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I don’t think I thought about anything else besides her safety. It’s a very bittersweet 
moment because it was like this moment for us should have been [a] celebration, but at 
the same time it was a very scary moment. 
 
Just as Angelica, Soledad and Lola, Chencha was involved with the anti-Chief student 
protests. She describes a particular anti-chief protest in St. Louis where she participated with 
other student activists. It was a frightening experience for Chencha and other student protesters:  
You had all these White people, primarily White people, not willing to let go of this 
symbol. And we just marched, and a wave of White people attacked [us]. It was very 
dangerous and actually very stupid that we did that. I’m glad that nothing happened but I 
think we really put ourselves in a situation that we shouldn’t have. 
 
In addition to being actively involved with anti-Chief protests, Chencha was a member of 
the student organization, Students for Social Justice (SSJ).
33
 As part of SSJ, Chencha helped 
organize the student protest against the fraternity and sorority themed party, Tortillas and 
Cerveza.
34
 She remembers there being resistance from individuals not wanting SSJ to become 
involved, but SSJ members did participate in the protest. It took off on its own.  
The big forum . . . that was really cool . . . even though we were scared to do the protest, 
we still did it. People showed up and that’s what mattered. I strongly believe in coalition 
building. 
 
In describing challenges faced in her department, Chencha describes how her colleagues 
and her became active in the recruitment and retention of current and future students of color in 
her department:  
We did some very effective organizing in the department in terms of issues of recruitment 
and securing funds. We used funds to create a diversity committee; we created a diversity 
outreach coordinator position; we created an organization and did a series of workshops. 
We did what we had to, but we never did anything without having solid arguments and 
we never did anything without being prepared.  
 
Chencha and fellow graduate students were successful in securing funds from their department to 
fund outreach and cover travel expenditures to attend conferences and other professional 
workshops. Moreover, they became involved in the decision making of how they wanted the 
department to use these funds. As a group, they asked for an allocation of funds to be used 
                                                 
33
 SSJ was formed as a broad-based coalition in 2006 at the University of Illinois campus. SSJ is a pseudonym used 
to protect the identity of participants and programs 
34
 The U of I chapters of a fraternity and a sorority held a controversial racist themed party called ‘Tortillas and 
Cerveza’ where members of the Greek houses wore clothing mocking and stereotyping the Latino community. 
Tortillas and Cerveza is a pseudonym used to protect the identity of participants. 
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towards fellowships. Chencha shares that, “we wanted money, travel money and we wanted 
money for recruitment and retention and a speaker’s series.” Although they had temporarily 
access to the funds, much of that funding was later taken away by the department. They were left 
with only the fellowship and travel funding, which Chencha feels is unfortunate because the 
university should prioritize and have monies allocated for more effective recruitment and 
retention efforts. As a consequence, Chencha shares that what they did as a group was to, “use 
that money to bring [prospective] students [for campus visits].” 
Chencha feels that departmental units and faculty need to be more accountable to 
communities that facilitate their research. She believes in participatory research that reciprocates, 
rather than research that takes without giving back to communities from where researchers 
benefit. As a land granting institution, Chencha feels that the University of Illinois should be 
accountable for giving back to local communities, including the working poor, rural, and poor 
farming communities in close proximity to the University of Illinois:  
Making the university accountable to these local communities because there’s a lot of 
projects people want to research. Most people do not care about the communities they’re 
researching. It’s about their careers and just the way that these communities get 
exoticized. I’ve had the opportunity to organize with different community groups and 
different types of programming, be it cultural or educational, in particular legal 
workshops, health workshops . . . a . . . broad array of things but more than anything, for 
me it’s about accountability and making the university accountable to these local 
communities as well. 
 
There have been many instances, Chencha mentions, where undergraduate and graduate 
students have used the local community to conduct their research projects for course 
assignments, without taking responsibility for reciprocating these communities’ investment. 
Chencha keeps vigilant to not use the community for personal gain. She shares that she has 
conducted substantial work in the community with much integrity:  
without ever asking for an interview out of respect for the people that [she’s] working 
with. So that’s really one of the big issues . . . this is the responsibility of faculty and the 
responsibility of units . . . and how they should be accountable to these communities. 
 
Chencha practices her pedagogy and activism on her own terms. She gives back by 
mentoring undergraduate students and by getting involved in her students’ organizations in 
advisory capacities (i.e., advisor to Chicana/o student organization). Chencha is proud in being 
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there to help her mentees graduate and enroll in graduate school. It is what she loves, teaching 
and mentoring.  
Chencha recognizes that although she is in a very privileged position, she and other 
students of color still feel a sense of isolation.  
We’re used to being, we want to be nurtured and sometimes for working class Raza, 
that’s not an option, right?  
 
Chencha credits the support of her partner, a core group of friends that she works with, and her 
support groups outside of the university community for her perseverance in her doctoral 
program.  
Esperanza 
Esperanza is a first generation graduate student from northern California, and the first one 
in her family to have completed a bachelor’s and master’s degree. She received her 
undergraduate degree from a California State University and completed her Master’s degree at a 
public research university in the western U.S. before enrolling at the University of Illinois to 
pursue her doctorate. At the time of her interview, Esperanza was completing her first year in her 
doctoral program.  
In considering her future career as a professor, Esperanza shares that she wants to be the 
kind of professor who is there for her students and, mentors her students. She recognizes the 
significance of getting a Ph.D., although she expresses concern for what the environment will be 
for her as a professor: 
It’s scary. Because that means if I end up at a very White institution I’m probably going 
to be the only professor of color and I’m going to have to worry about doing my work, 
publishing, and helping the community, doing a million things and then advising students 
and then other students of color. And that’s not fair. It’s not.  
 
Although there are White faculty who are influential mentors to students of color, Esperanza 
recognizes that more students of color tend to seek faculty of color for mentorship because they 
feel they can better relate to them. She suggests that more can be done to lessen faculty of color 
from becoming overburdened with professional responsibilities. Throughout her college 
experience, Esperanza has noticed that faculty of color tend to carry heavy teaching and advising 
loads, are expected to participate in diversity-related committees and meet the demands of their 
communities, in addition to attending to the multiple requests from students of color. Esperanza 
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is acutely aware that faculty of color suffer from health issues attributed largely to their 
demanding responsibilities. Although she sees an increase in representation of students of color 
who enroll into doctoral programs, Esperanza admits that faculty “is still pretty White.” 
When asked about her department, Esperanza related that she does not spend too much 
time in her department. She goes to her department on average one to two times per month. 
Although she expected for professors to be more student-oriented, Esperanza feels that students 
have “to make an appointment to see [their advisor two months or even a semester ahead] . . . 
you can’t [just] go door to door and . . . talk to the different professors.” When referring to the 
TA room and student lounge in her department, where most graduate students congregate, 
Esperanza describes her experience in the following manner:  
It always feels like there is tension in that room. You want to say hi to people but you’re 
not sure if they’re going to say hi back to you. And it’s like your body starts feeling tense 
and my stomach start[s] hurting and it’s just weird. I don’t like feeling like that at all. 
 
Even though her department is considered more diverse than others, for Esperanza this 
does not necessarily make it a more welcoming space, especially because people do not talk to 
each other. She feels that there needs to be more communication between faculty and students in 
the department. There are not many opportunities provided to meet other graduates students in 
her department. Esperanza shares: 
There’s that intro class that we have but it’s just your cohort and you don’t really know 
the other people in your department. 
 
This experience feels so different from those Esperanza had at the institutions where she 
completed her undergraduate and Master’s programs. Although her program has a strong 
reputation for attracting a diverse group of graduate students and faculty, she feels a deep 
disconnect after experiencing the distancing that exists between professors and students. For 
Esperanza, this is an issue of power. Moreover, in describing her experience with her 
department’s office support, Esperanza expressed that “I feel like they’re too busy for students. I 
totally see how differently they act toward professors.”  
Esperanza feels a sense of frustration with how others approach her with the assumption 
that she is an international student. She thinks that “maybe it has to do [with the fact that] there 
are so many international students. But I haven’t met a lot of international students from 
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Mexico.” This is Esperanza’s way of countering the microaggressions she has endured. 
Nonetheless, this is something she finds hurtful.  
The most people of color Esperanza does see and interacts with on a limited basis are on 
the bus, but they are usually African American or Latinos who are not students at the university. 
She shares: 
I see the whole disconnect with the community and the university. Even the bus drivers 
treat you very differently if you show your school ID than if you show them a bus pass or 
if you pay to get on the bus. You get treated very differently. 
 
Esperanza continues: 
You always feel like you’re being stared at or like you don’t belong. The food is just 
terrible. I still haven’t found a great Mexican market where I can go buy frijoles [beans].  
[I]t’s really hard to find those foods that remind you of home. The only place where I 
have had some fun was like in downtown Champaign. But those are the places all the 
Latinos go. 
 
Esperanza hopes that things will change for younger generations of scholars of color, so 
that they will not experience some of these same issues. Things can change, she suggests, but it 
is going to take work from administrators. She feels they are the key, “it starts in the way we’re 
educated.” When asked about her support networks, Esperanza identified friends and the 
frequent communication with family, especially her sister and mother as sources of support. She 
describes what she does to sustain her support network, such as: 
… getting together at [friends’] homes and maybe having dinner. I talk to my sister a lot 
on the phone and my mom. Even though these experiences have been difficult I’m 
always reminded of how privileged I am. Not too many of us can say, “o[h] yeah I’m 
here. I’m a Ph.D. student and they’re paying for me to go to school. I’m reminded that 
I’m the first one to graduate from high school, college, masters, and now the Ph.D. 
 
Jennifer 
Jennifer is a first generation Latina raised in Los Angeles to working-class parents. 
Growing up, she shares that she measured her family’s socioeconomic condition based on the 
basic necessities her parents were able to provide for Jennifer and her siblings:  
The way I measured wealth was if there was enough food on the table and if I had a roof 
over my head. That was wealth for me. I came from a working class [background] . . . my 
parents worked in factories. When you come from these communities, the priorities are 
different. My measure of wealth was [that] we had transportation, we had cars, we had a 
roof over our heads, and my parents paid for rent without welfare. That was my measure 
of wealth. 
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Jennifer completed her undergraduate studies at a University of California campus in 
southern California, where she received significant mentorship from faculty. They made her feel 
“like a human being [in ways] professors within [her] department [at the University of Illinois] 
have not.” As the first one in her immediate and extended family to obtain a bachelor’s degree 
and currently working towards her doctorate, graduate school has been demanding for Jennifer. 
She has faced insurmountable challenges in her discipline. For instance, she often feels 
ostracized by the administration, faculty, and peers in her department. Her research interests, she 
senses, do not matter to her thesis advisor. The stress has become so elevated that it has begun to 
affect her health. Jennifer admits that “I stick with stuff sometimes even when I don’t really like 
it. I end up internally abusing myself because I stay quiet with it myself.” 
Jennifer has sought the assistance of the counseling center on different occasions because 
she has been carrying much stress due to academic pressures, especially those caused by 
problems in her department. She has been journaling to help her go to sleep. She shares how 
stressful her graduate school experience has been as a student of color on campus.  
Just as Angelica shared, Jennifer was not too confident in her writing when she first 
started college. She shares, “My writing sucks . . . I beated myself up like crazy for the first 2 
years. And I almost felt like dropping out my third year.” At the time of the interview Jennifer 
was concerned that there would be repercussions preventing her from advancing in her program, 
given that her review was coming up and her advisor had already informed her that she needed to 
work on her writing:  
I’m kind of worried because I’m thinking maybe other professors will think the same 
when I go up for review. But if they say something, I’m actually going to fight this. . . . 
I’m getting it together on my own . . . in terms of trying to figure out what I need to do 
for myself because I want to come out of the program and finish and get a Ph.D. I’m 
going to definitely do that. 
 
Jennifer’s advisor has never encouraged Jennifer to present her work, nor provided 
mentorship or guidance. She feels strongly that the only way graduate students get ahead is 
through mentoring. Students “don’t get ahead by themselves.” Jennifer cannot help but assume 
that much of her advisor’s disconnect with her and her research interests are because she is 
Latina: 
My prime advisor has never been encouraging, like, “look Jennifer, you have great ideas 
. . . you have what it takes. I think you need to work on your writing, but let’s work on 
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this together, and do something about it.” It is a double whammy for a person of color to 
not have that. Can you imagine for a Euro-American graduate student? They are already 
a step ahead of you in many ways because they are socialized to be here. 
 
Jennifer critiques how her advisor does not do a good job in bringing her cohort together, 
much less recruit new graduate students of color. She speaks about the daily microaggressions 
and isolation she endures from her department—and the lack of support from her advisor. To 
make matters worse, Jennifer has also been subjected to humiliation from other faculty in her 
department: 
A professor screamed at me outside of class, who told me that I was too far along in the 
program as a 4
th
 year to be the kind of graduate student that I was at [that] point, that I 
wasn’t good enough for the amount of years that I’ve been [in the program]. I was just so 
angry. I was so angry. I can’t even talk to her. Maybe she was having a bad day when she 
screamed at me but that was just the tip of the iceberg for me because I was like oh my 
god. 
Jennifer continues: 
I didn’t realize [the] extent [to which] the department was mean, how I felt 
subjectively—that was really affecting my progress. It slowed me down. I was so angry 
at this professor for making assumptions about who I should be at that point because I 
was like . . . what do you know? What the fuck do you know about me? Have you helped 
me? No! Are you going to help me? No! 
 
Jennifer describes how painful it has been for her and how she feels she cannot show her 
emotions because she will be perceived as unprofessional by colleagues and faculty in her 
department: 
For me, work is much more personal for me; it’s like work is very serious. And so I want 
to get to know you as a person to see if I’m going to talk—to see if I can trust you with 
my work. To see if I can trust you with whatever my mind has to offer to you. I came to a 
harsh realization because I can’t be who I want to be with these people [in her 
department/colleagues]. 
 
The process has been an excruciating one for Jennifer. Having to be constantly negotiating her 
space or lack thereof within her department, she recognizes that her silence is not an option; 
rather, she needs to demand for what is humanly her right as a doctoral student. Jennifer 
explains: 
Audrey Lorde says your silence will not protect you. And it’s true but if you speak it 
doesn’t protect you either. You have to struggle through it. I’ve chosen to start speaking 
now. I wasn’t speaking for 2 years in my own department. I refused to go to functions. I 
didn’t feel comfortable. My first day, the department chair made a joke about my field of 
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study. What are you supposed to do when somebody in a position of power does that to 
you? It internally froze me for a year. For that one year I felt extremely marginalized.  
 
Jennifer poignantly describes her survival mechanisms within her department:  
I function on instinct now. Like those animals [that] have been wounded, just observing 
to see if you’re going to be safe or not. And they’re not very nice. And yeah, I felt like 
dropping out the third year. 
 
Her participation in the Summer Pre-Matriculation Program (SPMP)
35
 was an enriching 
experience for Jennifer. It helped her become acclimated to the university, in addition to meeting 
other graduate students who have become a strong support system during her difficult times at 
the university. Jennifer credits SPMP for providing the space and time for incoming graduate 
students to adjust to the campus, although she regrets that the administration does not maintain 
communication with SPMP cohorts once the summer program ends. Although the university 
does an excellent job in recruiting and providing stipends for students to subsidize their 
participation in the program, the administration does not continue to follow through with 
students after the 8-week summer program. For Jennifer, the fact that the administration has not 
established a SPMP alumni network is rather problematic and a missed opportunity for nurturing 
community among graduate students of color cohorts: 
The people in charge don’t really do enough to capitalize on the power of that community 
[referring to participants]. They don’t do enough to foment some type of [community] 
because we come in from different classes but we don’t even know who’s in the other, in 
the preceding or the ones that follow the classes . . . we’re an alumni network; we could 
function as an alumni network and actually have some sense of a political voice. 
 
Jennifer suggests: 
We could begin to demand that this program [SPMP] be in place at other campuses as 
well because students have issues when they come to communities that don’t have strong 
underrepresented communities. There’s a lot of power there, [in terms of] the power that 
we can generate as a group and how influential we can be. How do we gear that to have a 
good voice, a good strong voice in higher [education] institutions and policy? 
 
Overall, Jennifer does not feel there is a space on campus she finds welcoming. Although 
she mentions the cultural houses, Jennifer does not feel comfortable enough to “hangout” at any 
of these spaces. Jennifer does not feel that graduate students have a space on campus, “especially 
as graduate students of color.” To the contrary, she questions why White students and faculty 
                                                 
35
 Summer Pre-Matriculation Program is a pseudonym used to protect the identity of the program and program’s 
participants. 
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perceive students of color as a threat. Jennifer uses the word “threat” on several instances during 
her interview. She infers that rather than engaging her, faculty and students in her department 
avoid her for fear of having to engage with her on issues of diversity. She senses they might be 
intimidated by her given that as an insider into her community, Jennifer knows the communities. 
She is familiar with her subject of study from a personal and intuitive level, and because they are 
not, Jennifer feels that this represents a threat to them. Nevertheless, Jennifer envisions a future 
career in academia. Somehow, she feels that she will overcome the struggles and obstacles she 
faces in her department. In thinking about the future, Jennifer reflects on the following: 
I hope to make an impact when I become a professor, from a social justice perspective. I 
hope to be a force in a department to bring change and if not try to search grants and 
other sources of funding. Because I realize that the way things get done [is] if you do it 
yourself. 
 
Even with all the challenges and struggles, Jennifer recognizes her “privileged position” 
as a graduate student of color at a research doctoral granting institution and for “having the 
means to buy winter jackets when others in the neighboring communities go without. The 
priorities of the university’s leadership (administration), Jennifer feels, are not about prioritizing 
students, but rather, it is about lucrative outcomes. It is about what they can make out of the 
knowledge that the university produces. Knowledge therefore, is not used to do well in this 
world; rather, according to Jennifer, it is intended for profit driven initiatives. 
 
Larisa 
Larisa is a first-generation Latina doctoral student from the northwest. She moved at a 
young age with her family to the U.S. from México. For Larisa, the university and local 
community represent a transitional space rather than a more permanent place. 
She remembers the personal call from her advisor welcoming her to the department. 
Although she had numerous offers from different programs across the country (and other funding 
offerings), Larisa chose to come to the University of Illinois. The professor that Larisa came to 
work with was conducting research specifically on Latinos and Latinas’ health, and focusing on 
people who are immigrants and did not speak English. Larisa looked at other research programs 
in her field, but there were not that many researchers doing the kind of work her advisor was 
conducting in Spanish. 
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It made a difference that her advisor took the time to make contact with her, in addition to 
securing funding for Larisa: 
My advisor was very good about calling and just wanting me to come here. But I think I 
had already made my decision based on the program itself and I had come to visit this 
University and I liked the program. I liked the people who were in the department . . . I 
had already made up my mind. But I could see how that would make a difference when 
people are calling you—makes it seem very welcoming and warm. 
 
Although Larisa does find Champaign-Urbana to be aesthetically pleasing, she 
recognizes that it is a good place to specialize on her area of research with Latinos. 
Geographically speaking, Chicago and Indianapolis are close, where she could find a larger 
number of Latinos to reach to if she needed to for her research. 
Larisa describes the University of Illinois as being an isolating place:  
A large institution . . . very focused on research, somewhat individualistic in the way 
people view their work . . . it’s a large place with not many Latinos in the university 
itself. And . . . the community, just because where I’m coming from there were not that 
many Latinos—very small community—I would say that there’s more Latinos in the 
community, although it’s a very small town in itself. 
 
Although initially impressed by the faculty and research opportunities in her department, 
Larisa did not feel fulfilled in her program during her first 2 years at the university. She was not 
connected to the community to the extent she is now. The difference now is that she knows more 
administrators and people who work with students on campus, and thus, feels that she can 
contribute and offer her opinion on issues. She is in the area of health, so Larisa feels that she 
can focus on that area and say, “Oh this is what we need. Can we do a health program on this 
topic, or can we do this for one of the cultural houses on campus?”  
Larisa admits that she had higher expectations about the University of Illinois being a 
more inclusive place. She shares her disillusionment with the campus: 
I guess [I thought I would find the campus to be] a warmer place. And I think because I 
had that expectation and that was not the case . . . it . . . had an impact on me. Just the fact 
that the University itself is trying to recruit more Latinos—That’s what I was thinking . . . 
and that was not necessarily the case. I didn’t feel that it was any different than other 
places, but I think at the other places [at least] that was not the claim. 
 
There is certain research Larisa feels is not recognized in academia, qualitative work for 
instance. If you are inclusive of all different methodologies, for example, but everything that gets 
published is quantitative, then:  
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You have to take all these quantitative courses. If you want to you can take qualitative 
courses . . . that means adding another extra year to my schooling, which is not 
necessarily bad if that’s the training that you want to have. But I think that if you don’t 
make that space within your curriculum then that’s not really saying that I value those 
methodologies . . . you can apply that to different areas. Like we embrace diversity, but 
then you look around and there’s no diversity. 
 
Larisa questions:  
How do you [become] innovative and active in things that [are] important but at the same 
time you know they’re not going to recognize it when they see your vitae and you’ve . . . 
participated in . . . different committees and activities, and they’re like, “Yeah that’s not 
really academic,” or “oh you’re publishing in the wrong journals.” . . . there are 
professors who are publishing in journals [where] they want to be publishing in. But then 
the academy doesn’t recognize them. And that’s another issue I think that keeps us stuck 
in viewing life and people in a certain way. 
 
Larisa recommends the creation of spaces on campus for graduate students. Although she 
is supportive of the function and purpose the cultural houses serve, she also recognizes that their 
programming and outreach has suffered from budgetary cuts: 
I know . . . from working with undergraduate students that they feel safe in . . . La Casa 
Cultural Latina, or the Asian-American House, because they feel that that’s a place where 
they can just be who they are, or that they can relate to from a cultural or ethnic 
perspective . . . and it’s sad when people are like, “Oh we need to cut funding.” . . . It’s 
important creating those spaces.  
 
As a graduate student of color, Larisa recognizes that she and other students from 
underrepresented groups as constantly being Othered, and criticized for maintaining friendships 
with other Latinos, Blacks, Native Americans, among other racialized groups: 
 
We are easy to criticize one perspective, like “All Latinos are all the same—they . . . are 
always together.” That’s the same thing for White folks. And I don’t think that that’s 
recognized. Like “why are they always together? How come they are not going out and 
engaging with other groups?” But then groups from other racial backgrounds are 
expected to do that. 
 
At the time of her interview, Larisa was working with the local Latino community, 
primarily in her role as counselor. Although she was aware of social issues such as 
discrimination and housing, working with the community made Larisa consider the issues she 
had faced in her own experience. Because there is a larger number of Latinos in Champaign 
Urbana in comparison to where Larisa is coming from, she feels more connected to this 
community and wants to learn about the issues people are experiencing. 
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Larisa openly speaks about the daily microaggressions she experiences, which she 
attributes in large part to her ethnic background and accent. She is particularly reflective of her 
experiences in the classroom, both as a graduate student and teaching assistant. Although she 
does not feel treated any differently by peers or professors in her program, this shifts when she 
assumes her role as instructor in the classroom. Students in her classes tend to not engage in 
discussions that challenge their views. The lack of diversity in those classes, Larisa observes, 
may be largely attributed to the lack of engagement from students. 
While Larisa shares about her background with the objective of creating a space for open 
dialogue and engagement with students, she notices that they tend to “filter themselves” because 
they make comments such as, “Oh well, you’re different than the other people.” She challenges 
their assumptions by asking, “I’m different than what other people?” Instances where Larisa felt 
that her background as a Latina “speaking with an accent” brought about stereotypes about her 
and other Latinos, have come from exchanges such as the one just described. She believes that 
her classroom experiences would be different “if I was White, or if I spoke English without an 
accent.”  
Larisa admits to how tiring and frustrating it is to always have to “educate” others about 
Latinos: 
I don’t mind educating people when I am the teacher because I feel like I have some 
power already, and I can tell them okay, you need to listen. And perhaps they’re not 
going to listen. They’re going to block me off and daydream while they’re in the 
classroom but I do feel that I have a role, and my role is to educate people. 
 
Larisa continues:  
I do mind when I am a student myself, and then I have to educate, and I am asked to “oh 
well you’re Latina.” Well yes, but I’m only one, and even one within the Mexican 
community. So my experience is much more different than other Mexican people. So that 
part I definitely don’t like. That should not be my responsibility when I am the student. 
 
In sharing about her participation in different campus committees, Larisa describes how she feels 
tokenized: 
There has been a couple times, too, where I feel I have been selected to committees based 
on being Latina, because I see the list [of committee members] . . . “Oh we want to create 
a diverse committee to hire people.” And so I’m like the only Latina . . . if you look 
around the room there is . . . one Asian person, one Black person, and then the rest are 
predominantly White. So I think that that makes a difference, and the more you learn 
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those issues, I think the more you see them, and it’s not like you can go blind to them 
anymore. 
 
Although Larisa brought much strength to these multi-cultural issues, feeling that she was 
selected largely because she is Latina was problematic for her. Her presence and contribution is 
then reduced to her being Latina, and this too has serious implications. Larisa explains:  
When it comes to multi-cultural issues I feel some people just assume “oh, Black and 
White.” That makes it more difficult that it becomes such a paradigm, just like it’s either 
Black or White but nothing in the middle. All those people in the middle become 
invisible and I think that denies people’s identity. It denies people the opportunity to be 
who they are because it puts people into boxes and if you don’t fit in the Black or White 
box then you’re left to “Oh well who are you? What do you do?” And then I think you 
have to do much more informing and educating . . . it denies the opportunity [for] people 
to really fully . . . be who they are just because . . . their experience have to . . . fit within 
those boxes. 
 
The implications of grouping all Latinos together, of homogenizing their experiences and 
backgrounds carry serious repercussions that extend beyond schooling. Larisa warns that one 
cannot ignore the gravity of such actions: 
We don’t have good statistics. Latinos [are being grouped] into one single category that 
makes invisible your own identity. If I’m Mexican, my experience is going to be much 
more different than a Columbian immigrant. Completely different types of countries and 
just because we’re Latinos it doesn’t mean that we have the same background. There are 
health areas that are affecting Latinos more than Colombians. I think that’s not only a 
problem [at] the University level. It has implications for health disparities. It has 
implications for [one’s] quality of life. People who are from marginalized backgrounds 
obviously have lower social status than White Europeans and that obviously has an 
impact because then you have better access to health insurance. More money and better 
access to health means better quality of health many times. 
 
In pointing to ways educators can address this problem, Larisa suggests the following:  
In order to be able to understand life and diverse people from different perspectives, you 
have to have a wider understanding of life. I think that principals that may be the leaders 
of the schools then should have some type of training not just once month training for 
half an hour. I don’t feel that that’s enough. That should just be part of the teacher’s 
development as a professor. To have workshops on diversity and not only racial ethnic 
but social class, sexual orientation diversity, transgender issues—how do we deal with 
those issues? Or how do we talk to people about it? Or how do we educate students about 
it? I don’t think that teachers know that because they’ve never been exposed to it. But I 
don’t think that that’s a good excuse to say “oh I’ve never been exposed to it.” And I 
don’t think it’s a good excuse for schools just like universities to say, “oh well there’s no 
funding. There’s no time.” Because then I think that shows the lack of respect and lack of 
interest.  
 105 
 
Rather than making it an additive, such as mandatory diversity workshops, Larisa sees 
that this training and engagement: 
Has to be part of our lives every single day, and I don’t think it can be forced because 
when people are forced to do something then they kind of dislike it. But I think one way 
to do it . . . is perhaps to say, “okay, we are interested in having or creating an inclusive 
environment,” and then hiring people who are from different backgrounds . . . [or] putting 
the job openings in different venues. Not just [in] the main student journals where people 
may see it . . . if you have people from diverse perspectives then do advertise in different 
venues. 
 
Larisa has found her work in the local Latino community to be an extremely fulfilling 
experience, although at times heartbreaking. She explains that working with Latino immigrants 
in the community allowed her to see firsthand the struggles they faced. It saddens Larisa to 
presence just how hard people work and how discredited they are in the community: 
I have people in my office cry about not getting a job or not getting an apartment or not 
being able to get a location they were trying to rent to open up their own business 
because they were Latinos or because their skin was too dark, or because they spoke 
English with an accent. 
 
From a counseling perspective, her work with adolescents is particularly hard because 
Larisa sees the difficulties they go through, mostly when adolescents relate such concerns as, 
“am I going to be deported? If not me, my parents? What’s going to happen?” She feels that 
youth already have major issues to contend with, such as “dealing with finding themselves and 
who they are and just dealing with so many of the pressures that people have.” They should not 
have the added burden of feeling “You’re different. You’re not wanted because of your accent or 
because your parents are here undocumented.” Such criminalization of undocumented Latinos 
strips many of educational prospects and other opportunities for which they have worked so hard 
to attain: 
Or because they are seen as criminals because of the terms they use “illegal,” which to 
me is undocumented. It doesn’t make a person a criminal. I think that’s the part that I feel 
more connected to the Urbana-Champaign community because I see those issues and I 
wish I could do something about it. My heart breaks every time I see a young kid 
thinking of going to college and knowing that maybe they won’t be able to make it. How 
can you encourage somebody to go when institutionally maybe there are no resources to 
help them go to college? Or when they feel like “I don’t know if they’ll want me because 
I am an immigrant or I’m Latino.” 
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Larisa feels many things need to change institutionally. The part that she identifies as 
being more difficult is looking at the community and knowing that there is so much one can do 
to have a healthy community, but institutionally there are no resources available to people who 
need the help. She thinks about the issues that are going on in the community that promote 
stereotypes: 
Like ‘Oh, Latinos or immigrants are taking the jobs.’ Or ‘Yeah immigrants should go 
away; they’re destroying our city.’” Whose city is it? Larisa asks. What makes a town? 
What about people living in different communities? Like Black people live in one side of 
the city, Latinos live in a different one, White people live in a different [side] . . . 
professors live in a different one. They understand that is how society is working not only 
Champaign-Urbana. But there is another issue with that—that the areas where Latinos or 
African American people live are the less habitable . . . there’s housing issues . . . there’s 
just so many issues that people have to deal with.  
 
Larisa’s workplace has started a multi-cultural committee to create cultural awareness among 
employees and counselors. They have discussions on “how do we make this place more 
comfortable for people from different backgrounds? How do we do the little waiting area to be 
more inclusive? Like maybe putting magazines in Spanish or other languages.” 
Larisa comments on how recruiting is one thing, but figuring out how to keep people 
from different backgrounds here is really a question the administration should seriously consider. 
She comments on how you recruit people but then you do not have any classes that cover the 
various issues that students are interested in, or that you do not really focus on the issues that 
matter the most. She shares her frustration with the lack of mentorship she has experienced: 
You are left on your own to figure things out . . . not necessarily that people have to hold 
your hand throughout the whole process but I think at the beginning perhaps it could be 
helpful, especially for people who [are] first generation . . . who come to the university 
and don’t have that background and [to] who this is completely new to them. And even to 
some degree people who have parents who are doctors or professionals: It’s important to 
have that emotional space where you feel comfortable and well received and where you 
know that “okay I know that I want to do this. How do I do it?” And you have somebody 
to get feedback from. 
 
Moreover, Larisa poignantly shares the disengagement that graduate students such as her 
experience in programs that do not nurture students’ intellectual curiosity and spirit: 
 
If you’re expecting [graduate] students to be innovative and to be happy with their 
experience and to have this wonderful thesis and dissertations [that] are critical and 
intellectual, people have to be motivated to do that. But if little by little their soul has 
been killed by the[ir] experiences then where do you find that motivation to write 
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something that you are passionate about when you know that it’s not necessarily well 
received? 
 
It is by being emotionally healthy that Larisa finds a balance as a graduate student. She 
surrounds herself with a supportive group of friends who can relate to her experience: 
Okay God I’m not the only one seeing discrimination issues in the community, or social 
issues in the community that are affecting adults and young people the same way . . . to 
feel like I’m not the only one looking that way. That’s very helpful. Just friends . . . who 
are conscious . . . I do like to surround myself with people who are conscious of issues. 
 
Larisa also mentions that just getting away sometimes is helpful. It gives you energy. You come 
back and you’re like, “Okay I’m ready to do it again.” At the end, Larisa shares that she will not 
have the pride to say, “‘I’m an Illini graduate. I just don’t feel that passion, which I find . . . kind 
of sad. But that’s what it is.” 
 
Lola 
Lola was born and raised in Puerto Rico, where she lived until the age of 22. She identifies 
as queer. Lola has a close relationship with her family, consisting of her parents and her brother 
who is 13 years younger than Lola. She feels she has been “very blessed all [her] life . . . 
surrounded by a lot of family and friends that really . . . have [her] best interest at heart.” She 
started her undergraduate studies in communications at the University of Puerto Rico. After 
completing her K-16 education in Puerto Rico, Lola moved to Georgia where she worked as a 
graphic designer. A year later, she moved to Champaign-Urbana to start her graduate studies at 
the University of Illinois.  
Lola shares that she is not a practicing Catholic; as soon as she moved to Champaign, she 
stopped going to church. She may consider going back to the Catholic Church if and when the 
Church becomes a feminist institution. Lola still attends church when she is in Puerto Rico, out 
of respect for her parents because it is important to them.  
Lola recalls how welcomed she felt by the community that she found when she first 
arrived to Champaign. She feels, “really blessed to be surrounded by a strong feminist 
community comprised of many women of color, from all kinds of . . . places . . . I ended up 
having a community composed of Indian women, Black women, Latina women, Turkish women 
. . . surrounding me.”  
Lola shares that her transition to the university was good: 
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The transition was good. I think Champaign was good because of the people that inhabit 
the space given that it’s a research one university . . . I think that it’s actually been mostly 
through talking to other peers that are at my level more than professors or staff or different 
administrators that I have done the most advancement in my education and my 
development in terms of how I think about the world. 
 
The transition has been facilitated in different ways because she is the youngest in her 
group of friends and peers. Everyone wanted to make sure that she succeeded. Everybody was 
like, “you don’t need Foucault . . . you just stick to what you know and use your experience.” 
Nevertheless, Lola discusses the changes her program of study went through. It went from being 
more progressive, feminist, and cultural studies centered to moving into a more media centered 
focus, which compromised the program’s tradition of conducting/engaging with very radical 
work. This had a direct impact on the cohorts that they began admitting, with a noticeable 
decrease in students of color being recruited and admitted—and the one token student admitted, 
“she left . . . she was a lesbian, and she was Black….”  
Although there are issues with her department, as will be narrated below, Lola’s 
experience in her department regarding her research has been positive. She shares that given how 
her work and life are interrelated, having a supportive committee, like the one she has, means 
“having a support for my personal life because I document the life of . . . queer artists from the 
Spanish Caribbean.” She considers it important to have people (faculty and a dissertation 
committee) that “like your work, support your work, and are comfortable enough to give you 
strong feedback to make it better.” 
Lola’s transition as a Puerto Rican queer women to Champaign, Illinois was facilitated by 
the community she found when she first arrived:  
Mostly grad students that were here . . . it was good because [they were] Puerto Ricans 
from the Island, because when I went to La Casa Latina, it was completely different 
because coming from the Island the idea of Latina didn’t resonate for me. I was like, I am 
Latina? I’m Puerto Rican for sure. 
 
Lola shares how beneficial it has been for her to utilize resources available through her 
graduate assistantship because she has been able to bring speakers and performers to campus. 
The university attracts the best scholars and artists in the country, so this is definitely something 
that has been a positive experience for Lola during her time in Illinois. The opportunity to get 
involved with the Big Gay conference, the Midwestern Lesbian Gay passage, or meeting Sonia 
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Sanchez and Angela Davis on numerous occasions have been opportunities that have been good 
for Lola personally and for her intellectual maturity; not to mention reading groups through 
funding provided through the Illinois Program for Researching the Humanities (IPRH). Her 
involvement in the creation of different reading groups has facilitated building a community of 
Latina women on campus. 
The LGBT Office has played a critical role in Lola’s graduate experience on campus. 
Nevertheless, while Lola has found this to be a safe space, she recognizes that it could do more 
radical work, but also admits “it will require a different change in the administration because . . . 
the LGBT Office . . . has been trying to secure funds to remain a space because it wasn’t even a 
space before.” Lola envisions how a new space for the LGBT community would be a place 
where: 
You can just go and . . . study or watch TV. It’s great because it actually fosters 
community and have very indirect, sort of like hands off way. It’s just there . . . [although 
the LGBT Office] needs to have a . . . conversation with the administration for the need 
of unisex bathrooms campus wide, particularly for transfolks and for people that just 
don’t feel comfortable if they’re male or women . . . they have to pee. 
 
She continues: 
There definitely needs to be a Women’s Program Center, and a space where women can 
also go bitch . . . and you can just take off your shoes, and watch TV or whatever to have 
that kind of space and also a space for . . . true programming and true activism to happen 
with funding from the university.  
 
Lola thinks that there is always the fear of creating “what really could be a really radical space 
[to] go to because of this institutionalization of this space.” She feels that [the] same critique that 
goes for the creation for a LGBT center goes for the creation of a women’s center because “it’s 
like which LGBT folks and which women are we talking about really, which safety are we 
talking about?” These are important questions to raise in terms of who is allowed in the space, 
Lola mentions, “not just welcomed but encouraged and you feel that you have a voice and a 
place there.” She shares about the need for more inclusivity and diversity within these spaces: 
There’s been some concern about . . . a Women’s Program Center . . . [to] ensure [it’s] 
not a White women’s center and how do we actively and critically think about including 
diversity within that space . . . it’s going to have to be an active effort to think about how 
to include that because that’s what first comes to mind for organizers as White women 
are things that are comfortable to them as White women and so to think about—I don’t 
know what that would look like though. 
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Furthermore, Lola feels that the LGBT Office could exert more radicalism, for example “they 
didn’t have an anti-Chief statement for the longest time.” She describes: 
The most successful women’s center [will be one] that is open to also working with 
different communities, like the Asian American community, the Latino community and 
the Native American community—to feel comfortable there, to have seminars there, to 
hold classes of those departments there so that there will be a classroom there . . . so that 
people will have to go to that space and interact and that’s the only way that people 
actually get some stuff from it because people don’t go to the LGBT Office just to hang 
out . . . so I think the only way to institutionalize that [space is ] to actually really creating 
the opportunities for people to step in the space. 
 
Lola related her experiences in negotiating resources for herself and her fellow peers in 
her department. For instance, she requested better equipment for students to have a computer lab, 
printing privileges, and space for TAs to hold meetings with students. Although Lola felt they 
were asking for what was fair, there is a sense of feeling betrayed by the departmental 
administration, given the department’s lack of follow-through. Consequently, Lola and her peers 
began taking minutes of all the meetings they convened with the departmental administration in 
order to keep their department accountable. 
Aside from her involvement in her department, Lola is active on campus-wide student 
organizations, including the SSJ organization. She shares how she has become more of an 
activist after the Forum on Racism, Power and Privilege at the university. She is actively 
involved with the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, & Ally Caucus of the Graduate 
Employees’ Organization which she has found to be important to her and a way to get involved 
outside of her department. This provided her with the opportunity to collaborate with other 
graduate students outside her department on matters that were important to Lola. 
In sharing about her TA experiences, Lola recounts an incident where students 
complained to the administration about her because of a copy machine malfunction. It became an 
issue because it prevented Lola from making copies of an exam she needed to administer to her 
class. Shortly after this incident, an administrator requested to observe Lola’s class without 
offering any kind of explanation or details of the nature of the complaints filed by students. 
Recognizing the unfairness and scrutiny to which she was subjected; Lola sought an ally in one 
of her professors who she asked to observe her class, given her mistrust of other faculty. In 
reflecting on this incident, Lola describes how she reached out to this professor: 
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I called her and I was like I need your help. You need to come see my class. She came to 
class, and to this day she has written me the best recommendation letter about my 
teaching. She’s like “Lola is such an engaged teacher. It felt so at home in that classroom. 
Students obviously love her.” She completely dismissed anything that two or three or five 
students might have come to the office to say. 
 
Progressive instructors, Lola shared, face getting bad evaluations when students feel 
challenged or threatened by the material presented. Lola asserts, “we should not be paying so 
much [attention] to what students are saying in their evaluations, because it’s a way to get back 
to the professor for the bad grades they got.” In one of the courses Lola taught (with 60 students 
enrolled), she shares that two-thirds “were really down” with the material, while the rest were 
traditional conservatives who refused to listen to her because she started class discussion with 
topics related to people of color and queers. She shared that conservative students raised 
complaints such as “the professor doesn’t even speak American English.” Lola shares that 
student evaluations had comments such as “the professor doesn’t really like when men speak 
because she likes girls.” Lola shared how this is disheartening and frustrating, especially when 
what she was attempting to bring were different perspectives to the discussion. 
Lola suggests that there needs to be more training for instructors because many are just 
thrown into the classroom without any training in handling different situations that may arise in 
lecture or discussion. Moreover, Lola feels that as graduate students, instructors themselves are 
experiencing what it is to be a graduate student. She does not feel that there is a transitional 
period to prepare you from being an undergraduate to becoming a graduate student. She points to 
how there needs to be more teaching training within disciplines. Places such as the Center for 
Teaching Excellence, Lola shares, can provide tips on how to make your undergraduate students 
speak in class, but when it comes down to teaching how television works, you need somebody 
that is a seasoned trainer, seasoned teacher to teach you how to do that in your field.  
In discussing the forging of community on campus, Lola stresses the importance of 
transparency:  
It’s important to connect to the realities that are happening on this campus . . . it’s 
important to continue social justice conversations that we might have in departments to 
actually create communities; through getting involved in social justice activism . . . that’s 
the reason why I do it. 
 
Lola shared that she has had multiple problems with the staff in her department—racist 
stuff, like really problematic stuff, not only towards Lola, but to a number of her friends who are 
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people of color. Lola’s interaction with one of the secretaries in her department led to different 
racial slurs, including the secretary’s comment on how Champaign used to be much better 
“before all those Black people and Latino people started coming down from Chicago to live 
here.” The secretary was saying this in reference to Lola’s inquiry about apartment hunting. In 
another instance, this same secretary commented on Lola’s clothing. She said, “that’s a very nice 
costume, I mean, you look so good in the native garb of your country.” Lola comments how this 
secretary was later promoted, in part to alleviate some of this micro aggression she exerted with 
graduate students of color, but Lola also recognizes how although her program somewhat 
addressed the issue, she feels they responded too late, after all, “she worked there for 17 years. 
Do you know how much abuse that is?” 
For Lola, the campus community is not much of a vibrant and progressive space. Her 
impression is that staff is too rigid and inflexible:  
People like to play by the rules very strictly here. There’s very little room for things that 
might not be prescribed . . . a lot of the staff at the University is like “well, this is the way 
that we do it,” and they repeat the policy over and over. And you’re like, but that’s not 
my situation. I’m trying to talk about something else, if you listen.  
 
The first time Lola lived by herself was when she first moved to Champaign. She found 
herself in this new space, pursuing her Ph.D., in addition to trying to come out and trying to 
figure out her sexuality. There were challenges and struggles ahead, and perhaps one of the most 
painful involved peers from the Puerto Rican community. Lola met most of them while she was 
at the university participating in a summer research program. She had to contend with and 
challenge their sexist and homophobic jokes, although this came at a cost. Lola describes, “I 
even got hate mail from people that were here for [the summer research program] and SPMP and 
were still in the list, and they were in Milwaukee or Indiana or Ohio.” She shares how difficult it 
was to be ostracized from the very community she felt she could depend on: 
At the time I really didn’t know how to deal with it. When . . . all that was happening, I 
felt like I lost a really important community because being Puerto Rican was . . . the most 
strong identity that I brought when I came in, but then I realize that [they were] mostly 
undergrads, mostly grad students from the Sciences and [Engineering], like what do I 
expect . . . They’re not asked to take any social justice classes, gender classes, race 
classes. 
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Lola recommends that the institution be more responsive to graduate student needs by 
being more proactive and open about engaging in honest dialogue. She feels that it definitely 
does not need to: 
Have dialogues with students through bullshit committees that will never do anything. 
[Rather] it needs to have more of a connection [between different programs and Ethnic 
Studies departments]. 
 
Pancho 
Pancho is a first-generation self-identified queer Chicana/Chicano from California. It was 
during his doctoral program that Pancho transitioned into a transgender non-conforming gender 
identity. Shortly after completing his Master’s degree, he left Illinois to pursue his doctoral 
studies at another institution in the Southwest. A few years passed before Pancho resumed his 
doctoral studies under the mentorship of his former advisor, a prominent scholar of color, at the 
University of Illinois.  
Pancho first learned about the University of Illinois while participating in a summer 
research program at a large southwestern university as an undergraduate. Students in his cohort 
had previously participated in a similar summer research program at the Champaign-Urbana 
campus. They described the University of Illinois as being a research institution that was “really 
good about recruiting people of color … [they believe in] diversity … a good experience if you 
want to do research.” But it was not until Pancho met the professor who was to become his 
advisor at the University of Illinois that Pancho was like, “oh my god! I really need to work with 
her.”  
In considering graduate programs, Pancho already knew that he wanted to work with this 
prominent scholar of color, so that is the reason he applied to the University of Illinois. During 
this same time, Pancho was working in after-school programs where he developed different types 
of curriculum for students. This is one of the reasons why critical pedagogy was a theoretical 
approach he was invested in engaging in his graduate work. Pancho did not come to visit the 
campus, as he explains, he “just kind of showed up here.”  
Once enrolled at the University of Illinois, Pancho felt ostracized by other students. For 
instance, he felt people were “like . . . you’re queer and you’re here and your presence offends 
me.” During this same time, Pancho was confronting his own transition. Below, Pancho 
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attributes this to having been a major reason for leaving Champaign after completing his 
Master’s degree:  
A big part of [why I couldn’t] be here anymore [was] because [being here] was getting in 
the way of me being able to grow as who I was. I came here with long hair and I cut my 
hair and I transitioned into being more masculine identified and that really messed up 
how I saw myself, and I couldn’t take it. 
 
Pancho left the University of Illinois to pursue his doctoral work at a large southwestern 
university. Unfortunately, soon after he started his program, Pancho began to experience that 
space as a hostile environment. He articulated how students in his new cohort instilled in him 
feelings of not belonging, feelings of not feeling safe in that space: 
I had a colleague in my cohort [at the university where he started his Ph.D. work] asking 
other people in my cohort if I was a guy and if I had a dick . . . and that was within the 
first three weeks that I [was] there. That was a testament to me that kind of like created 
the Department as a space where I didn’t feel comfortable because not only [did] this guy 
have this perception . . . but he was talking to other colleagues about it. It’s like I already 
don’t exist as just a colleague. I existed . . . like this gender queer Chicano who we don’t 
know what to do with. Once I heard he was saying this, I filed a complaint with the 
department so everybody knows this, everybody knows your business so it became really 
hostile for me and it built up in different ways [in addition] to what I had to deal with in 
the outside community. It was just too much for me. I was going to quit grad school. I 
was going to quit altogether and then I called [my advisor here at the University of 
Illinois]. 
 
With the support of his advisor at the University of Illinois, Pancho returned to Urbana 
Champaign to complete his doctoral studies at this campus. Nevertheless, he continues to 
confront daily microaggressions. Pancho had expected for universities to be spaces where people 
are accepting and progressive, unfortunately, he feels that in the curriculum and student party 
culture, people are really homophobic. Pancho describes: 
They are really heterosexist and really racist to the way my body is constructed in 
relationship to all those structures, I’m not supposed to exist. I should have already been 
… not to be extreme … but killed or harassed in really direct ways, and that’s something 
that I negotiate every day.  
Identifying as a queer Chicana/Chicano, admits Pancho, is by default walking into hostile 
environments. He senses that every place where he goes, there is always going to be an instance 
where he will get a look or glance that tells him that he does not belong. Pancho is constantly 
negotiating different spaces. He explains:  
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I don’t feel comfortable going to the bathroom on campus . . . that’s not safe to me . . . 
I’m not going to use the men’s restroom because that is utterly unsafe to me. Even the 
women’s restroom I have women being “what the hell are you doing in here” . . . so 
bathrooms are definitely not safe spaces for me almost anywhere. 
 
Pancho struggles with conflicting feelings of being consistently erased because of his transition, 
while also knowing that his presence on campus and in the community resists this erasure. He 
shares, “It’s like, yeah folks who are queer and in fact identify, do exist and can exist on this 
campus.” 
Although his department is one of the most diverse spaces you can walk into on campus, 
for Pancho, it does not necessarily mean that everyone is going to get along. He shares how other 
graduate students in the department make assumptions about each other depending on where 
students are from. For example, Pancho relates that “there’s this whole ‘oh you’re from 
California,’ ‘you’re a Chicano or Chicana from California.’” The Black/White binary that exists 
in Pancho’s department is something he questions and finds problematic. Although his 
department is active in recruiting Chicano/Latino graduate students into the program, the 
department lacks curriculum offerings and classroom discussions inclusive of Chicanos/Latinos. 
Pancho questions, “What does it mean that there’s all these Chicanos being recruited and 
accepted into the department, but yet there is no engagement to simple histories in terms of the 
legacy of the Chicano Movement?” 
The lack of a queer faculty of color presence in his department has been difficult for 
Pancho. Although Pancho feels supported by an advisor who encourages and stands by Pancho’s 
research in Chicano Studies, he feels he has to choose between working with her or collaborating 
with another faculty member whose research focus is on Queer Studies. He finds this to be 
conflictive and deems that he should not have to be put in the awkward situation to choose. If 
departments made a greater effort to recruit diverse faculty, not only ethnically, but also based on 
sexual orientation and their research, Pancho feels that the personal and academic experiences 
for queer graduate students of color would be that much more positive and inclusive. He shares: 
Environments can never be perfect but at the same time there’s only one or two queer 
women of color in a department. We should find a way to serve them in some kind of 
way that is going to support them . . . to retain them. Sometimes the structures don’t 
enable them to be able to support you because they’re faculty and they have to meet 
deadlines and their tenures and issues. I think that speaks in general to a loud silence in 
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terms of inability for universities to be able to retain queer people of color because it’s 
hard. 
 
Pancho suggests that his department should start hiring queer faculty of color and developing 
specializations that include research on sexuality: 
The department needs to start with hiring a queer person of color as a faculty member and 
really develop more specializations that have to do with sexuality because it is not there. 
There is only one faculty member [addressing these issues]. She can’t do all the work on 
her own. There has to be a queer woman of color, a queer person of color faculty member 
as well who is doing the work, not who is only queer . . . but who is doing work that 
engages queer studies and education because it is a big problem. 
 
In discussing his interactions with heterosexual men in his department, Pancho relates 
how awkward these exchanges have been. They have made assumptions that Pancho is not going 
to find it problematic when they refer to women in a disrespectful, heterosexist manner. In such 
instances, Pancho has called them out on their heterosexism, and in so doing, challenged their 
assumptions that he would be receptive to their comments simply because Pancho is masculine 
identified. 
Pancho recalls his first semester as a teaching assistant for one of the ethnic studies 
departments. He had long hair and midway through the term he decided to cut all of his hair. His 
students reacted with, “oh my god your hair was so beautiful, why did you cut it off?” [it was a] 
struggle for them to understand why it was important [for] Pancho to cut his hair. For Pancho, 
this was a period of transition. He clarifies that, “Who I am has no business of interfering with 
what we are there to do.” He expresses how students’ initial reaction is “whoa. Then it is just . . . 
I am their TA. I’m the one that is going to give them their grades.” Pancho has earned his 
students’ respect by being firm with the syllabi he develops and for demanding that his students’ 
perform at their academic best. Pancho protects himself from microaggressions by always 
including lines from the university’s conduct code that states that students cannot say anything 
that is going to be offensive to anyone in the class because Pancho will ask them to leave.  
His dedication to his teaching and to the mentoring of students comes across as Pancho 
stresses how important it is for him as a mentor to let his students know that they are part of a 
larger community: 
It may not be here physically but there is a whole imaginary through books that you can 
feel connected with. You are not alone. Suicide is really high amongst queer women and 
queer women of color, and it’s because you feel like you’re alone and you feel like it’s 
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wrong and so it’s important for me to let them know that there’s a whole range. A whole 
scoop of community out there; [that’s] an important part of mentorship to me . . . to make 
sure that they are going to live another day. 
 
The dynamics teaching in the Gender and Women Studies Program, Pancho mentions, 
are different from teaching for Ethnic Studies departments. In discussing the challenges he has 
encountered in TAing for a mainstream feminism course and the lack of diversity in the 
classroom, Pancho comments how this presents a challenge for him because the majority of 
students are general women studies majors. He is critical of how this kind of feminism is not 
developed in a way that promotes a more inclusionary environment for racialized and queer 
women. Rather, those stories are under the periphery. Pancho comments how it gets “sprinkled 
into what’s important to know about general women’s studies.” 
Pancho’s students in Gender and Women Studies courses are mostly White women and 
males, and a few African American women. These demographics change the dynamics by how 
you can talk about certain things, even what queer or lesbian means. There is room to offend 
people; Pancho suggests that because there is a really strong idea of what feminism means, the 
class he TA’d for had “women of color writers in there . . . but I think it was for the sake of it 
and really kind of downplayed the contribution of women of color to third world U.S. feminism.” 
In reflecting about the purpose of Ethnic Studies, Pancho understands that they were built to 
engage with students in the community, although you do not actually see that happening.  
Pancho has talked to Latina/o Studies administrators and faculty to ask that the 
department be more inclusive of Chicano Studies. Both Latina/o Studies and Chicana/o Studies 
are fundamental for students. By being involved in this conversation, Pancho feels that he is 
staying true to his political ideology. His integrity is what keeps him going . . . Pancho shares: 
No matter how difficult it is . . . when you find people who have those same values . . . it 
enables you to really thrive and to really have conversations that are going to keep you 
motivated and makes you feel like you’re not alone. 
 
In discussing his experience with one of the cultural houses, Pancho commented how 
there was a time when he was “invited [to a] hump and grind party or something like” which was 
about sexual education, but it is still problematic “if there are chicks on bikinis on their flyers.” 
Pancho questions what that is saying about this cultural house and the events its staff is putting 
out, and what they are perpetuating amongst Latino students. Pancho is critical of how this 
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particular cultural house was putting events out like that and not engaging sexuality amongst 
themselves as a larger community: 
It just feeds more to the creation of this hostile environment for their Latino brothers and 
sisters who happen to be queer and feel that they can’t be queer and be at La Casa. It 
shouldn’t be that if a Chicano queer student, their space should be at La Casa as much as 
the LGBT Center, and I don’t think that, that happens because they don’t talk about it and 
what angers me too is that there are people . . . on this campus who do stuff on queer 
studies, whether they are graduate students or they are faculty . . . bring us in and we can 
talk to students. 
 
Of much concern to Pancho is how underutilized he feels by students of color who could 
reach out to him for support. He feels that if the different support services offices and other 
offices on campus communicated and worked together, more resources would be accessible to 
students. Nevertheless, Pancho has a strong bond with his students. Unlike Lola’s experience, for 
Pancho, the LGBT Center has not felt like a space he can claim as community. He describes his 
experience when accessing the Center as unwelcoming: 
When you walk in there . . . it’s mostly White gay males and that puts you in a situation 
where it’s like, “oh, you’re the butch lesbian.” This is not necessarily a space where I 
would say, “that’s my community.” 
 
When asked where he situated home, Pancho commented that since the age of 18, home for him 
has always been where he is in the present moment. He feels his mother’s house is always going 
to be her house, but it is not Pancho’s home anymore because “I’m not a part of all of the 
responsibilities there anymore . . . home for me . . . is where I’m invested, where I’m living, 
where I’m physically invested.” He rationalizes that if he does not see where he is living as his 
home, he is not going to feel situated, so to Pancho home is where he is living at any given time: 
I am going to always feel like I don’t belong there. Like Champaign Urbana, there are 
reasons why I don’t “belong” here, but it’s still my home because that is where I am and 
that is where I am doing my work. So where it is safe for me to lay down at night and go 
to sleep, that’s home and that’s been home. 
 
Pancho contends that the university utilizes the discourse on diversity and presents the 
campus as diverse but shoves race-ethnic and gender tensions under the rug to bolster its claims. 
The administration needs to look at what diversity means. It definitely means something different 
for those students who feel marginalized. For Pancho, diversity is not about numbers, rather:  
It is about how many students are dropping out, it is about how many students commit 
suicide; it is about how many students are . . . frequenting the counseling center. 
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If you are going to talk about how diverse the University of Illinois is as an institution, Pancho 
suggests that administrators need to be more inclusive of different voices:  
Start with talking to those of us who are part of [a] “diverse community” and ask us if we 
are happy and ask us if our needs are being met. If you are going to use us to get more 
people to come here, if you are going to use us to get grants . . . then talk to students 
because if they don’t, if they continue to ignore students, students are going to 
demonstrate. We know how history works . . . they are going to have a big student unrest 
because it is that kind of moment where I think people are really starting to understand 
that economics has a lot to do with it. 
 
Similarly to Larisa, Pancho shares that you get to a point where as a person of color, you do not 
have the energy to be educating everyone about Latinos, queerness, or diversity. To the contrary, 
Pancho feels strongly that you have to reassert your authority, demand the services that are 
yours, and be like “I’m entitled to these resources [too] so there’s a certain way that you’re going 
to have to engage with me.” 
As challenging as this place can be for graduate students of color, students such as 
Pancho exert their agency and determination by (re)claiming those spaces that belong to students 
of color as much as they do to White students. He explains, 
As a graduate student I know that I have the entitlement to be able to ask for what I want 
to because White students ask for what they want all the time . . . I know how to ask too. 
I know how to write a letter. I know how to write a proposal. So if there’s something I 
need that is not being met . . . then I know that there is a correct way and a line to be able 
to meet with administrators and ask for it. 
 
For Pancho, one of his strongest support systems has been his cohort—his advisor’s other 
advisees. They definitely support and understand each other. He has also met other Chicanos 
“from the west coast who have had similar experiences in California and being here you know 
we have a certain connection in terms of what we experienced and that is really helpful so we 
definitely created community.” Pancho reiterates that he is “very committed to queer and 
transgender issues and I am very committed to Chicana feminisms and Chicana/Chicano Studies 
and Latina/o Studies.” 
Soledad 
Soledad is a first-generation self-identified Chicana doctoral student from southern 
California. She shared how she did not know much about life outside of Los Angeles until she 
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moved to the Midwest to pursue her doctoral studies. Looking back, Soledad felt that a 
bachelor’s was already a huge accomplishment. It was difficult to envision attaining a degree 
beyond an undergraduate education given there was no precedence in her family. Aside from a 
few cousins, no one else in Soledad’s family had pursued a college education. For this reason, 
and because she grew up in a family where women carried most of the burden, Soledad aspired 
to get her degree to open the possibilities a college education affords, not only for herself, but 
also for the future generations of mujeres (women) in her family: 
Growing up and having seen my mother not having things of her own, I think of myself, 
what would it have been like to see or witness other adult women in my life really fight 
for their lives? For me, I have to teach those things by being those things, by living it out. 
 
The opportunity to pursue her doctoral studies at the University of Illinois came when 
Soledad’s mentor (who she had met before commencing graduate work) accepted a faculty 
position on the campus and asked if Soledad would consider coming to Illinois to work with her. 
During this time, Soledad was an educator and activist involved in community mobilizing 
against the passage of different propositions and legislation affecting the Latino population. 
Illinois thus, represented an opportunity to live her pedagogy through a different lens.  
Soledad moved to Illinois the summer before starting her doctoral studies to participate in 
SPMP at the University of Illinois. SPMP is an 8-week orientation (bridge program) to graduate 
study for incoming graduate students from underrepresented populations. The program 
introduces participants to graduate study and provides the opportunity to work with assigned 
summer research advisors and faculty mentors in their departments. In the process, students have 
the opportunity to meet graduate students from other disciplines, in addition to providing the 
space for them to become acclimated to the campus community and available resources. In 
recounting her experience as a participant, Soledad felt SPMP was beneficial because it allowed 
her and her partner to acclimate to the Midwest and to the campus before starting their doctoral 
studies. Nevertheless, Soledad felt that additional programming and outreach could have further 
benefited participants. She did not feel that the SPMP staff maximized on the community that 
emerged amongst participants:  
SPMP was the one space where we got to meet people across departments, and it really 
struck me that when the semester started it was just everybody in their own buildings. 
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It was this disconnect that led Soledad to join with other students and members of the 
Collaboration of Scholars (COS)
36
 to create an alternative space to meet the needs of future 
SPMP cohorts, given that Soledad heard the same concerns echoed from other SPMP cohorts. 
Although the alternative orientation was to assist SPMP students, Soledad and other COS 
members involved in organizing the orientation were not provided with a list of SPMP 
participants nor invited to come and talk to current SPMP cohorts about the orientation. Soledad 
described the alternative orientation consisting of: 
Taking them [SPMP participants and other incoming graduate students of color] to the 
cultural houses, to the Native American House, to hear about the damn Chief issue; what 
is it all about because it becomes so huge once you get in; library—learning how to 
actually do searches, how do you look up key books, how do you do all these automated 
searches and notices, databases; a panel on the resources that are available, the cultural 
programming fee; and an introduction to the graduate organizations . . . the Black 
Graduate Student Union, GEO, letting [new students] know that the TAs were working 
without a contract, that it was a negotiation year. None of that was being presented in 
SPMP. 
 
Unfortunately, despite the obvious need, Soledad shared that the student-driven alternative 
orientation was perceived as too political by the administration. Although COS members 
attempted to sponsor the alternative orientation again the following year, they received little 
support from the administration. As these students became more mired in their studies, they were 
unable to continue the project into the following year. 
As part of COS, Soledad found a strong support system and colleagues that became 
family to her and her partner. For instance, in recognizing the necessity to support one another’s 
scholarship, and understanding that the institution was not going to meet those needs, Soledad 
discussed that she and fellow graduate students created study groups to support each other 
academically and personally. They created their own support systems, knowing that the 
university administration would not make this a priority. At the same time, Soledad appreciated 
the solidarity expressed amongst those she collaborated with through reading groups, and other 
activism, including projects with SSJ and APOD. 
In discussing her experience with faculty in her department and across campus, Soledad 
shared that she has not found another professor aside from her advisor who as an educator “can 
                                                 
36
 Collaboration of Scholars (COS) is a pseudonym used to protect the identity of participants and programs. It is a 
student registered organization that pulls together a group of students who meet on a regular basis to review each 
other’s work, organize campus-wide and community social justice efforts, and promote a space of inclusiveness for 
all students and community members. 
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really just get so many things out of you and let you participate and acknowledge what you’re 
saying and engage it.” Soledad spoke candidly about the challenges that come with practicing 
her activism. There are moments, Soledad expressed, when it can prove exhausting because you 
feel you are the only one at the forefront. She shared about how her peers are appreciative of her 
efforts, but how lonely she feels when she is one of the only ones speaking about issues affecting 
the greater student population. Soledad further shared that she has not found any spaces on 
campus that she feels she can claim as welcoming, not even within the cultural houses: 
Although the cultural houses can be cool spaces to hang out for a session here and there, 
we had to create a petition to have more opportunities for graduate students within the 
cultural houses, to get more grad students to occupy that space. You meet undergrads that 
way and they end up talking about grad school . . . so this petition collected signatures 
and got a grad outreach coordinator, but very little happens. 
 
When asked if the coordinator outreached to her, Soledad responded: 
My experience, the 2 years they have had the grad outreach coordinator, that coordinator 
has always forwarded messages for events that are happening in other places, inviting us 
to things [that] aren’t targeted for grad students. We were trying to get panels to get the 
cultural houses to collaborate more. We imagined a panel on the histories of resistance 
across groups, populations; so that we can see that we’re really in this together. 
 
Graduate school has allowed Soledad time to reflect on her activism and what is 
important to her. Her research centers on the empowerment and activism of Chicanas/os. 
Soledad describes that studying for her “has been one of those places where the world just kind 
of stops and just to make sense again of what it is that you were living and seeing and 
experiencing and fighting against.”  
Soledad continues: 
Sometimes [my partner] and I just really stand back and are like “holy shit we created our 
jobs” . . . and we can do that because we’re working with a professor who lives 
decolonization, who just has so much faith in what students can do and what students are 
fighting for and what students really need …so that their intellectual growth is all of 
them, every part of them. 
 
Soledad considers that she is “… in a situation where I have to choose to invest time in 
different things, and I’m trying to get out of here, but am amazed at how much it takes to do this 
writing.” They also work hard to claim their space on campus, and to assure that future 
generations know that it is their right to claim such space. Her daughter is an integral part of 
Soledad’s everyday pedagogical and activism spaces:  
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We tried to bring [our daughter] to all the meetings, whenever I had to speak, to make 
sure she’s there so that it’s not a big deal to her like it is for me. It’s not a question for her 
that, yes this place belongs to her too and she should be able to come in and do things and 
speak to people and be listened to, screaming when you have to. Just to experience those 
things as a child is, I think, really significant, but I really do it for me. 
 
Although regarded as one of the most diverse departments at the University of Illinois, in 
terms of graduate student enrollment and faculty, Soledad shared her frustration with her 
department. She is frustrated with how her department fails to inform graduate students about 
how decisions affecting them directly are reached. She comments on how there is no space for 
meetings, so decisions are made, and the student faculty advisor has absolutely no power. 
Soledad describes the isolation that comes from experiencing her department, where she feels 
people do not really know her. Moreover, she resorts to the connections she has back home—to 
family and friends who really do know her, and who are supportive of her. Soledad shared:  
It’s hard in this little space. You get judged by people for [the] amount of time they see 
you. We don’t really get to know each other deeply so that made the transition here 
harder. People at home know me. I was lucky to have people who love me. 
 
One of the resiliencies these students express is their successful initiative to carve spaces 
when the institution itself fails to fully address their needs. As exemplified in the following 
example provided by Soledad, “we just started creating study groups and [kept] motivating that 
more and more . . . and just not being competitive with one another.”  
Soledad shares: 
I felt that we . . . [could] . . . create things ourselves and we didn’t have to be put in a 
situation where we were made to feel dumb or we didn’t have to pretend to speak in ways 
that weren’t really us. 
  
Soledad is referring to the time when they started to meet as a reading discussion group to 
discuss lecture and the readings as a collaborative and work to help each other understand the 
material to better prepare for lecture and class discussion. 
 As difficult and as divided as her experience has been at the university, Soledad 
recognizes the different privileges one has in being a student. She explains that she likes being at 
the university completing her doctorate because her parents did not have this opportunity: 
My parents didn’t have this time, or my grandparents, who in my family did? So, to me, I 
have an obligation to make use of it, don’t keep victimizing myself, saying I’m so 
oppressed. So here I am, this is my generation, and this institution, yes, it’s oppressive, 
but it’s both.  
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As other participants in the study, Soledad feels that although she encounters daily 
microaggressions as a graduate student, she also recognizes her privilege. There is a strong desire 
in Soledad to give back to marginalized communities, and because of that, she is going to keep 
persisting in her graduate program. Having people in these university settings, students and 
faculty of your own cultural background, is so important to Soledad. She feels that the 
community gets left out intentionally so that the institution will not have to address the issues. It 
is by ignoring them that the university can “remain in superficiality.”  
 The narratives. The narratives of the eight Chicana/Latina doctoral students provide a 
glimpse of the experiences they face in academia, and the agency they demonstrate to counter the 
hostile environment many of them have experienced in different ways during the time they have 
been in Illinois. Out of the eight participants in this study, six have received their doctorates and, 
two currently hold faculty positions at teaching and research universities. Two of the remaining 
four doctoral recipients hold full-time positions at state and federal agencies, including one at a 
state public university as an administrator. Of the remaining two participants, they both hold all 
but dissertation (ABD) status.  
The following chapter, Chapter Six, analyzes and identifies recurring themes throughout 
the narratives. A number of important themes emerged from the interviews with participants for 
this study. These themes include: (a) significance of their activism, agency, and self-determinism 
to create spaces of inclusion; (b) importance of family while navigating graduate school; (c) 
importance of community to persevere in hostile environments; (d) significance of confronting 
everyday microaggressions; (e) need for academic, mentorship, and social support networks; (f) 
need for the administration to better respond to LGBT graduate student needs; and (g) 
empowerment of theory on their personal, research, and community work. It is the hope that by 
engaging these themes, that recommendations can be made to effect change that better addresses 
the needs and representation of Chicanas/Latina in graduate programs.
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Chapter Six 
Discussion and Analysis of Data  
The narratives here privilege the stories of Chicana/Latina, queer Latina, and queer 
Chicana/Chicano doctoral students. Their narratives expose how these graduate students 
challenge racialized institutional structures, expectations, ideologies, and practices. Although 
each one differs in a variety of ways, together they interweave a picture that provides a glimpse 
into some of the pedagogical experiences of many Chicana/Latina and queer Chicana/Chicano 
graduate students in the U.S. Their narratives illustrate similar approaches for countering 
institutional racism and marginalization—approaches that continue to inform participants’ 
praxis. The overarching themes derived from these narratives speak to the frustrations and need 
for resolutions for many of the lingering issues pressing doctoral students of color.  
It is important to highlight the narratives of these participants from the University of 
Illinois, a campus with such rich history in student agency, activism, and self-determinism and 
yet long history of inequalities. The same initiative and coraje (drive) that led women of color to 
revolutionize the Chicana and Black women’s movements in the 1960s and early 1970s seem to 
fuel the drive and social agency of the narratives of these Chicana/Latina and queer 
Chicana/Chicano doctoral students. The initiatives that led to the institutionalization of gender 
and women and ethnic studies departments, and the establishment of cultural houses within 
colleges and universities, have also led these Chicana/Latina and queer Chicana/Chicanos to 
forge more spaces of inclusivity for themselves. As such, this work seeks to extend the 
discussion necessary to create inclusive spaces for students who have been and continue to be 
marginalized. 
The narratives address major issues that Chicana/Latina doctoral students face within 
their day-to-day interactions and experiences within the walls of the academic culture. 
Consistently identified throughout these accounts are microaggressions experienced by students 
at the university. These microaggressions negatively impacted students’ academic, professional, 
and personal lives. These conversations occur behind closed doors among trusted friends and 
colleagues venting about these issues. Consistent throughout these narratives is the self-
determinism participants exert in not only challenging exclusionary institutional practices but in 
also creating alternative spaces and communities of support that foster a sense of belonging and 
solidarity. 
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Findings 
The narratives in this study yielded seven emergent themes regarding the doctoral 
experience of Chicanas/Latinas. These are discussed in the context of the academic, personal, 
and social conditions the participants have experienced throughout their academic graduate 
school career. The seven themes included: (a) significance of activism, agency, and self-
determinism to create spaces of inclusion; (b) importance of family while navigating graduate 
school; (c) importance of community to persevere in hostile environments; (d) significance of 
confronting everyday microaggressions; (e) need for academic, mentorship, and social support 
networks; (f) need for the university administration to better respond to LGBT graduate student 
needs; and (g) the empowerment of theory on their personal, research, and community work. 
Examination of the salient features of these experiences gives voice to the larger 
Chicana/Latina doctoral experience. Analyzing these themes in light of Darder’s work on critical 
bicultural pedagogy, the participants’ experiences epitomize the existence of borders, the effect 
of biculturalism, the bicultural crisis, the daily racism, and the power structures that promote a 
“continued act of hostility and psychological violence” (Darder, 2011, p. 199) to Chicana/Latina 
and queer Chicana/Chicano graduate students and other subordinated groups. What follows then, 
is a discussion of the seven themes. They will be engaged individually in an analysis of the 
participants’ agency to transform the spaces they occupy in doctoral programs. Moreover, they 
serve as a lens into the possibilities created, despite difficulties, through a practice and culture of 
solidarity and collective effort to challenge the status quo within higher education. 
These narratives provide evidence of “the need for group solidarities to overcome 
oppressions through an understanding of the mechanisms at work on the other” (Alarcón, 1999, 
p. 68). The (re)claiming of their scholarship, of their knowledge, of their own theory is 
exemplified by the initiative these Chicana/Latina doctoral students take in creating their own 
study groups to support one another, as Soledad shared in her narrative; or how Lola and her 
friends supported one another and the women of color in her department by accompanying each 
other to classes when these proved to be hostile environments. Moreover, Chencha challenges 
the unjust behaviors she experienced in her classes, even when alienation comes from colleagues 
and those she had considered potential allies. Through it all, she remained focused on her drive 
to change the curriculum. It is because she was willing to voice and counter racism, because she 
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spoke out that perhaps her actions and positionality will make it easier for future 
Chicanas/Latinas pursuing doctoral study in her department. Reminding us here of what 
anthropologist Renato Rosaldo (1993) asserts, “it matters who is in the room” when decisions are 
made.  
 
Activism, Agency, and Self-Determinism to Create Spaces of Inclusion  
The University of Illinois has a rich legacy of student-initiated activism and history of 
struggle. In the spring of 1992, students at the university led a protest and sit-in to demand that 
the administration be more inclusive of the needs of Latina/o students, faculty and staff. This 
planted the seed for students, faculty, and supporters for political activism in support of 
inclusivity and diversity. During this time the removal of the school mascot was also included in 
the list of demands.  
Not surprisingly, a major theme throughout the study is the participants’ activism, 
agency, and self-determinism as efforts to stop the daily microaggressions they experienced as 
bordered beings. It was in building these “personal communities” that participants forged their 
“bicultural voice.” They developed their voice through their collaborative work and efforts that 
allowed them to engage in a critical process of reflection with one another where they had the 
opportunity to share their lived experiences and mechanisms for survival. As their narratives 
illustrate, participants are diligent in demanding that the administration be more inclusive and 
responsive to the different needs of graduate students of color. They accomplish this through 
organized efforts to call for the administration to take action on resurgence of racial incidents on 
campus. The controversial removal of Chief Illiniwek as mascot was a time of much racial 
tension and hostility. For example, there was an increase in hate crimes, threats against racialized 
groups, and fraternity/sorority racist themed parties. This tension became what seemed a 
university-wide attack on marginalized groups. The mascot controversy is not solely about 
symbolism, as Winona LaDuke (2005) reminds us, but rather, “it is also about power relations. 
. . . There is power in naming, in renaming” (p. 132). Student activists were determined, as a 
collective, to contest institutional racism and challenge the institution as a site of power. 
The data are a result of an effort to assess and document the racism and oppressive 
environment students were experiencing after the University failed to acknowledge and take 
appropriate action to protect students. Students exercised their self-determination during 
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everyday occurrences and faced the consequences of these actions. Their activism is indicative of 
the compromiso (commitment) they have to their different constituencies. Each participant 
exemplified activism and asserted their social agency in a variety of spaces, including lecture 
halls, TA classrooms, departmental communications, or university-wide events, such as those 
that occurred during the contested removal of Chief Illiniwek and the animosity that transcended 
following its retirement.  
Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2005) suggests that,  
To resist is to retrench in the margins, retrieve what we were and remake ourselves. The 
past, our stories local and global, the present, our communities, cultures, languages and 
social practices—all may be spaces of marginalization, but they have also become spaces 
of resistance and hope (p. 4).  
 
Smith’s discussion on spaces of marginalization when commenting on the research and policies 
conducted on subjugated groups thus, explains the significance of activism that challenges the 
status quo in academia. This activism allows participants’ to materialize their sense of belonging 
in spaces historically not intended for them to occupy. In this way, students are creating what 
Giroux (2003) describes as a discourse of social transformation not limited to a prescribed school 
of thought, but rather, one extending to the praxis of everyday life. Lola and her friends 
supported one another and the women of color in her department by accompanying each other to 
classes when these became hostile environments. Moreover, Chencha challenged the unjust 
behaviors she experienced in her classes, even when alienation came from colleagues and those 
she considered potential allies. Through it all, Chencha remained focused on her drive to change 
the curriculum. Chencha’s determinism, willingness to voice and counter racism, and speak out 
will make it easier for future Chicanas/Latinas pursuing doctoral study in her department. Her 
actions remind us of what cultural anthropologist Renato Rosaldo (1993; 1994) says, that it 
matters who is in the room when decisions are made.  
In challenging injustice, Chencha “ruptures the historical and institutionalized silence of 
students of color” (Darder, 2011, p. 203). Participants (re)claim their scholarship, their 
knowledge, their own theory, and their “bicultural voice” through their activism. This is also 
evident in Chicana/Latina doctoral students’ initiatives in creating their own study groups to 
support one another, as Soledad shared in her narrative. The participants are aware of the 
“mechanisms at work” and support each other in “group solidarities to overcome oppressions 
through understanding [these] mechanisms at work on the other” (Alarcón, 1999, p. 68). 
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Throughout the narratives, the continued resilience demonstrated by these women in defying the 
homogenization that often occurs when others attempt to situate all Chicanos/Latinos within the 
same category becomes apparent. Norma Alarcón (1999) recognizes that there is no fixed 
identity for Chicanas/Latinas, but rather, we are comprised of multiple layers that make us 
complex and different from one another.  
In reflecting on her experience with SPI, Soledad explained that she took the initiative, 
along with her partner (also an SPMP participant) and fellow peers from COS to offer an 
alternative orientation with the intention to integrate it as part of the SPMP experience. Soledad 
felt this was something from which she could have benefited as an SPMP participant. 
Nevertheless, their efforts were not fully supported by the administration. This led to the 
dismantling of any future alternative orientations for incoming SPMP cohorts. Likewise, Jennifer 
credits SPMP for providing the institutional resources for participants, although she regrets that 
university administrators tasked with such program initiatives do not capitalize on the social and 
cultural capital that can be gained by creating and sustaining an SPMP alumni association. Not 
only would former cohorts be provided a space to participate, but also in terms of retention 
efforts, their continued involvement with SPMP would most likely have a strong impact on their 
persistence and lower attrition rates.  
Jennifer does not see SPMP as a one-time opportunity for students, but rather envisions 
the possibility for this program to be in place at other campuses around the country. Her 
rationalization is that first generation doctoral students have issues when they come to 
communities that do not have a significant number of underrepresented populations. There is so 
much power as a collective, Jennifer suggests, and recognizes how influential graduate students 
of color can be if they collaborate together. However, Jennifer’s frustration was with the 
administration, which had not tapped into the resources SPMP cohorts that could provide and 
contribute to the recruitment, retention, and persistence of other under-represented groups. 
Although participants demonstrated a commitment to carving these spaces for themselves and 
future cohorts, they also reported exhaustion and stress levels associated with such practices and 
initiatives, particularly when considering their coursework, teaching assistantship workload, and 
other responsibilities they have as doctoral students. 
Expressed by different students here, is the constant negotiation and compromiso 
(commitment) to advocate for all, especially when others just take without contributing to the 
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struggle, to the push for social justice—but who, nevertheless, end up benefiting and taking 
advantage of the resources and opportunities generated. As Soledad reflects,  
Because there are so many people used to living a life of privilege, we end up with a lot 
of takers. Here you are busting your ass making something happen, and it’s great when 
you meet other people like you . . . there are a lot of takers, who will go and get 
something out of it, but not give anything back. Meeting people here that have just a 
different consciousness because of their lived experiences, it helped create a very 
different culture, an oppositional culture to just showing up and taking what you can. 
 
 
La Familia: Importance of Family 
Border theorists explain the condition of Chicanos/Latinos as one of “living between 
worlds, cultures and languages” (Elenes Delgado Bernal, 2010, p. 72), producing invisible 
borders that divide, inferiorize, “Other,” alienate and force students to negotiate their identity. 
Each one of these women indicated that their family life had a significant impact on how they 
experienced their K-16 educational experiences. Indicated in the interviews is the respeto 
participants expressed for their families, particularly the important role their mothers play in their 
lives.  
Research shows that a mother’s support is a crucial contributor in Latinas’ academic 
success (Lango, 1995). For Lola, for example, having her mother fly from Puerto Rico to be with 
her during one of her most difficult times on campus (when she was feeling ostracized by fellow 
Puerto Rican graduate students for her views) or Esperanza talking to her mother and sister daily 
has been important to the success of these students. It has provided participants with a sense of 
grounding and comfort, especially when confronting hostile environments on campus. For 
Soledad, she recognizes how important attaining an education was for her, especially after seeing 
her mother and other women her family work so hard. For Angelica, her mother has taught her 
so much about life and the importance of school, and even of the word “pedagogy.” Angelica’s 
mom had little formal education, but Angelica attributes much of her intellectual wisdom and use 
of theoretical frameworks in part because of her mother. Nonetheless, the reverence, the 
importance, the respect and unyielding love for family are also a source of “cultural conflict and 
dissonance” (Darder, 2011). The mere nature of being bicultural positioned students in a space of 
conflict and contradiction that often resulted in isolation, loneliness, and guilt.  
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A feeling of guilt of the bicultural doctoral students in this study is constant throughout 
the narratives. Students felt guilty because they feel like they have deserted their family at home. 
This guilt is exacerbated by feelings of having left home intentionally, albeit a good reason, and 
a constant reminder of their absence and the impact it has on their family life. There is a clash 
that participants experience when on the one hand they recognize the importance and respeto 
(respect) for their families and on the other they are fighting the pervasiveness of university 
microaggressions on a daily basis.  
This constant conflict is a heavy burden on bicultural doctoral students who are 
concerned about their own individual well-being, as well as their families’ financial stability. In 
Angelica’s case, for instance, she felt remorse after deciding to continue her doctoral studies at 
the University of Illinois following completion of her Master’s degree. Nevertheless, she 
understands the importance of pursing a Ph.D., especially because she will be able to provide for 
her family financially. First-generation bicultural students face other contradictions with family 
because family is supportive but for participants even though they call home for support they are 
not always able to really feel empathy from family because of the unfamiliarity of families to the 
demands of a graduate school education. Participants often feel pressure by questions like “when 
are you coming home?” This provokes guilt in students that further exacerbates this bicultural 
clash.  
While bicultural Chicana/Latina doctoral students value their education aspirations they 
must also often contend with a dissonant experience. Students oftentimes feel lonely because 
families cannot fully understand the participants’ experience. Isolation is experienced from both 
aspects of students’ lives, both the personal and educational. Students often feel isolated and 
lonely because they are not fully integrated into the university student body; at the same time 
they are distancing themselves from their home communities and families. Thus, this results in a 
sense of loss; it becomes a herida abierta [opened wound] (Anzaldúa, 1997) because bicultural 
students become outsiders at home and in their universities. Students thus resist this by creating 
their own “personal communities” (Darder, 2011). These communities often consist of student 
organization participation that helps promote inclusion and political change. For example, 
Chencha, Soledad, and Angelica indicated their participation in student activism calling for the 
removal of Chief Illiniwek as mascot through their membership to student organizations, 
including SSJ and the Collaboration of Scholars, and research projects such as APOD.  
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 For all participants in this study, their degree represented an achievement for their 
communities, for their families, for future generations, and thus, inherently, carried much weight 
and responsibility for making their contribution to the academy, to their families and 
communities have a social justice agenda. It was imperative for them to see that their work 
makes a difference, that it be transformative and assist in promoting positive change in their 
communities. There was much conversation on reciprocity and giving back more than what was 
given to them. In many instances, they sent remittances back home, and it is not unusual for 
some of them to take out student loans to subsidize expenses at home (family’s). They all 
expressed a strong work ethic and took initiative to secure the best academic opportunities for 
themselves and other students. Participants were aware of the historical inequities during their K-
12 education, and felt they were living the theory they were producing given the way they grew 
up. 
 
Importance of Community 
 Of importance to bicultural students is their connection and relatedness to the following 
communities: (a) communities with which they identify growing up; (b) “personal communities” 
that they create throughout their educational trajectory and serve as a source of support during 
their most difficult times in academia and in personal life; and (c) local communities connected 
to the university that serve as research sites for university projects but that are a source of 
identification and conflict for bicultural doctoral students. These communities essentially 
function as a replacement of social support that traditionally should be provided to students by 
their university. The findings of this study draw attention to the importance of support for 
community within the context of the university. In addition, it points to the relatedness between 
respect for community and its effect on the desire to develop their own “personal community” 
among colleagues, and connect with the local community.  
 Participants expressed great interest in maintaining membership in their communities 
back at home. Participants desire to help the daily functioning of their families and 
neighborhoods are indicative of their connectedness to their communities. Although, sometimes 
the participant were reminded that they are not part of their communities by virtue of their 
absence, disconnect and the participant’s different demographic status. Anzaldúa (1987) 
discusses the pain of revisiting “home” because you are no longer the same. The realization that 
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you cannot fully be part of what you are still connected is a source of a lot internal conflict. 
Participants struggle with self-identity as a result. Part of this conflict arises from an inability to 
feel a sense of belonging at home and a sense of rejection at the university.  
 Angelica suggests that, “if you start training students to be in relationship with others, to 
have community with each other, then there are these possibilities that could happen in grad 
school.” Participants also actively sought community with other fellow students, and where this 
did not already exist, they created and built on those alliances. Volunteering in the community 
through the radio collective or as a tutor at a local middle school provided venues for Angelica to 
take her pedagogy outside of the graduate seminar and into the community. Lola also discussed 
the importance of becoming involved with student organizations and community efforts because 
it allows you to process and put into practice what you learn in the classroom. 
Many of these students have spent countless hours securing resources, or fighting, 
exigiendo (demanding) for resources they deserve as graduate students. Many reflect how much 
easier it would be if they could simply spend their time being graduate students without having 
to advocate for resources deemed already part of what Chicanas/Latinas and other 
underrepresented groups have the right to have as students. It is for this reason that many 
students of color feel institutions of higher learning were not structured with them in mind. For 
example, Lola shares her story about how she and other women of color in her department 
organized to request much needed resources to finance professional development workshops and 
conferences, among other needs. At the time, Lola’s program was considering a merger and 
student needs were not a priority. She related how it took multiple requests on their part, and 
preparation (i.e. drafting of documents to formally request things they felt their department 
should be doing for them). At the end, their persistence paid off. 
  Participants pointed to the demarcated distance that exists between the university and the 
local community of Champaign-Urbana. Esperanza noticed the blatant disconnect that exists 
between the university and community. She observed bus drivers’ differential treatment of 
college students and commuters from the local community. The difference in how bus drivers 
treat you, Esperanza explained, depends heavily on whether it is a University of Illinois student 
ID or bus pass you show them when you board the bus. 
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Significance of Confronting Everyday Microaggressions 
Microaggressions are epitomized in the subordination of the life experiences and cultural 
differences of bicultural students. The diversity of Latinos in the community has increased in 
recent years, in large part due to Chicago’s gentrification and the flight to areas such as 
Champaign Urbana for many of these populations, only adding to the disconnect and racism 
expressed by many on campus. Chencha shares,  
there’s been moments where there’s certain places you go, and you can feel people just 
looking at you or have had experiences where people tell me . . . you have a beautiful 
accent, where are you from? Of course I say California, and it pisses people off. 
 
Incidents ranged from comments such as “where are you from,” staff wearing Chief logo 
sweaters, to faculty’s insensitive remarks regarding students’ research choices.  
Participants are constantly negotiating different spaces and identities—on the one hand 
they are the first in their families to be working towards a doctoral degree and on the other, they 
remain on the margins of the academy. While they attempt to keep their families and 
relationships close, they are also forging and negotiating spaces or creating networks as they 
simultaneously learn the culture of the university. In the words of Soledad, “we’re forced to learn 
that culture as well.” Soledad is referring to how underrepresented students are expected to 
conduct themselves in academic formal settings; the roles that as graduate students they are to 
assume if they are to be accepted in academia. Soledad as well as the other participants 
experienced this “bicultural crisis” and understood that in order to succeed in academia, they 
must endure the “border inspections” and the stripping of their own bordered bodies through the 
microaggressions experienced. 
The weight and isolation experienced by students can become too much to carry. At 
times there is that need by students to want to distance themselves from this place, only to 
recognize how important their presence is, and how important it is for them to continue and 
confer their degrees. They are often subjected to the scrutiny and gazing, the interrogation of 
others, and this can become an exhausting and overwhelming experience for Chicana/Latina 
doctoral students. There are times, as in the case of Angelica when participants just wanted to 
leave this institution, but realized that their presence here was important, not only because they 
recognized the low numbers of Latinos in academia, but because they deserved to be here.  
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Departmental support varied amongst all participants. Different factors came into play, 
ranging from the lack of communication coming from certain Departments Heads, to the 
microaggressions students experienced by staff, such as absurd and condescending comments 
indicating staff’s lack of sensibility—lack of knowledge about different cultural groups, and their 
failure to fully engage and understand these students and their backgrounds. For example, staff 
wearing Chief logo shirts or sweaters, (although they themselves were welcoming to students), 
made the climate difficult for students to engage. It spoke to the ignorance or lack of racial 
sensitivity, given the politics surrounding the Chief. In referring to her department, Angelica 
remarked,  
You go in there and you want something sign[ed] from someone in that office . . . and the 
staff . . . [are] wearing a big chief” sweatshirt. 
 
 
Teaching Assistantships and Microaggressions 
The microaggressions and confrontations six of the eight participants experienced in their 
roles as teaching assistants (TAs) and instructors are indicative of the institution as a site of 
power. TAing has been both rewarding but also difficult for participants because it has not come 
without microaggressions and the repercussions of such (in the form of poor student evaluations, 
disrespect for TA’s accents, or constantly challenging the content discussed in the classroom). 
Participants shared experiences about their day-to-day interactions with undergraduates in their 
classrooms. Below are excerpts from Esperanza, Larisa, and Jennifer’s interviews that address 
issues of tokenism, racism, and homophobia. 
Their time in the classroom as teaching assistants for Chencha, Jennifer, Larisa, Pancho, 
and Lola spoke to their continued commitment to their pedagogical practices. Not only did they 
prepare for their sessions, but also challenged their students in different ways to instill in them 
the importance in becoming critical thinkers. As producers of knowledge within their classrooms 
and in their own research, these mujeres pushed their students, although at times not with the 
results they anticipated. During the semester, there were instances where the undergraduate 
students challenged the TAs in different ways, and periods where the TA’s had to endure with 
students’ ignorance, privilege, and inherited racism, particularly when the TA’s attempted to 
introduced or privilege readings and class discussions on race, gender and sexuality, class, 
among other critical and sensitive topics.  
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Larisa shared how disheartening it was to see that her students did not show interest in 
engaging and challenging themselves with aspects of diversity. She used her classroom space to 
educate her students on the matter, but often felt that they did not take these pedagogical 
practices seriously. Similarly (to Jennifer), Lola discusses how learning the language—speaking 
it—writing it—is so important, especially because she wants to avoid student evaluations where 
she is critiqued for not speaking “American English,” knowing this can potentially hinder tenure 
track consideration in the future. She believes that her department has consequently, kept a 
higher level of surveillance on her pedagogical practices. 
For Lola and Jennifer, they experienced different micro-aggressions while imparting 
classes. Lola felt micro aggressions not only from undergraduate students in her class, but also 
felt the lack of support from her department. In one instance, she sought the support of one of the 
professors, who she trusted, to make sure she did not become susceptible to the evaluation made 
by her students. Chencha finds it problematic how her department assigns students to teach for 
courses for which they do not have the background, particularly if they do not have sensitivity 
for the diversity of the students enrolled in the class. In her words, as Chencha relates how she 
has always made every effort to be there for her students,  
I have tried my best in terms of understanding students because had it not been for 
somebody that understood me, understood where I was coming from and really nurtured 
me in really productive ways, I would not be here. 
 
In her narrative, Lola expressed her frustration when faculty did not address racist slurs in 
the classroom. Similarly, Chencha also mentions of how this occurred in her classes, specifically,  
There was a class where the students had used the N word on more than one occasion, 
and the professor did nothing. And I would leave pissed off wondering how the hell did I 
get myself into this program. What am I doing here? I ask myself that question every day. 
 
The microaggressions students expressed came from the ignorance and overt racism 
expressed and enacted by the students they had in their courses, who were predominantly White 
and affluent compared to the background of most of the participants in this study. These 
narratives are troubling, particularly because of the power undergraduates students exercise in 
complaining about teaching assistants. This was a theme consistent with the experiences of Lola, 
Chencha, Jennifer, and Larisa. Larisa speaks here about the antagonism and backlash she 
experienced. 
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The experiences that I have had I think have been linked to my ethnic background and 
maybe my accent. I don’t feel that I’m treated any differently in the classrooms or in my 
program by people. But when I’m teaching . . . for instance, I remember one time we 
were talking about American ideologies and how that impacts the way you view the 
world, how you relate to people, the type of values that you have. I was trying to 
challenge some of the students’ views of working hard and who is considered to work 
hard . . . “poor people don’t work hard enough because they’re poor.” [These were] some 
of the things that the students were saying. 
 
Microaggressions will continue to occur until universities recognize the importance of 
embodying a transparent commitment to diversity that comes with utilizing actual policies and 
practices that speak to this commitment. Universities need to devise better means for inclusivity 
within the curriculum and in representation of the administration and faculty hires; in addition to 
increasing student enrollment and continued support through the undergraduate and graduate 
trajectories. In doing so, Universities will acknowledge the pervasiveness of microaggressions on 
the lives of students. More important it will equalize the playing field such that students are not 
made to feel “out of place . . . encounter lower expectations . . . or [feel] invisible” (Solorzano, 
1998, p. 131). In doing students of color will not be forced into a “different trajectory” that 
requires them to overcome more challenges and to be more resilient than their White 
counterparts (p. 132). As inferred, violence assault manifests itself in different ways, including in 
the economic, cultural, political, linguistic, sexual, spatial, psychological, and epistemological of 
doctoral students’ daily lives (Tejeda, Espinoza, & Gutierrez, 2003). Carlos Tejeda, Manuel 
Espinoza, & Kris Gutierrez suggest,  
Meanings are never neutral; they are always situated socially, culturally, and historically, 
and they operate within the logic of differing ideologies that imply differing sets of social 
practices. These practices, in turn, serve and sustain particular sets of interests, while they 
simultaneously work against others. (p. 9) 
 
The lack of diversity sensibilities is apparent given the frequency with which these 
students are presumed to be international students. Although the majority of the mujeres in this 
study are U.S. citizens (by birth or naturalization), White students and/or university staff assume 
that they are international students. This occurred frequently, although they had all been 
schooled in the U.S. (with the exception of Lola, who attended school in Puerto Rico. The 
moment these mujeres have been asked where they are from, with the expected answer to be that 
they are from another country other than the U.S., at that instant they have been “Othered.” 
As Chencha narrates:  
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There was the issue of me being treated as an international student in my department . . . 
constantly . . . like where are you from? What country are you from? . . . So it was really 
problematic and taking classes and not reading any Chicana, Chicano, Latino, Latina 
[scholars in my field]. 
 
 This is where the work of pedagogues and border theorists is critical to our understanding 
of the “co-mingling” (Giroux, 2005) and conflict that exists between different racial, ethnic, 
gender/sexual orientation and other groups. The conceptualization of border then, allows for the 
critique on the politics of power. It explains that the privileging of the dominant culture and 
language subjects subordinated groups to being racialized as “Other” (Darder & Torres, 2011; 
Darder & Torres, 2003; Lugo, 2008). It imposes a homogeneous interpretation of the world, 
where if you do not look or behave a particular way, you are then treated as a “foreigner.” 
Students in essence experience institutional imposition of practices that subordinate cultural 
identity and voice thereby, as Darder (2011) argues, “obstructing their self-determination . . . that 
result in fragmentation of the groups sense of cultural integrity” (p. 201). 
For the most part, it was in their departments where participants experienced the most 
isolation and frustration, the silencing, particularly in the everyday encounters and exchanges 
with departmental staff (i.e., administrative assistants), classroom interactions (whether as 
students enrolled in class or as TAs), or advisor/advisee and /or Department Head(s). In 
discussing her interactions with her departmental administrative assistants, Esperanza mentioned 
how “I feel like they’re too busy for students . . . I totally see how differently they act toward 
professors.”  
 
Need for Academic, Mentorship, and Social Support Networks 
The literature speaks to the challenge of universities in the U.S. to attract and retain 
graduate students of color, and how effective mentoring relationships play a defining role on 
whether or not students persist in their doctoral programs (Davidson & Foster-Johnson, 2001). 
Davidson and Foster-Johnson argue that to be an effective mentor, faculty need to have an 
understanding and exposure of the experiences students from different cultural background bring 
to the classroom. This resonates much with the narratives presented here, for students expressed 
feeling tokenized because they are asked to homogenize the experience of all Latino students, 
rather than understanding the differences and contradictions that exist within racialized groups.  
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It is important for educators to recognize, independent of their own privileges or lack 
thereof, the needs of working class students of color. This requires of educators to create a 
“culturally democratic environment” (Darder, 2012) where they teach bicultural students to 
engage critically in the classroom by incorporating students’ ways of knowing, students’ 
“cultural knowledge” into the curriculum. Participants who benefited from such pedagogues 
were performing much better academically, personally, and socially than were participants who 
lacked professors who mentored them.  
The role of professors in the lives of graduate students of color is important to a students’ 
successful navigation through their doctoral programs. While participants expressed in their 
narratives the need for more faculty of color in their respective departments, it is important to 
underscore that White educators have played a significant role in the development of bicultural 
students’ “bicultural voice” (Darder, 2012). White educators have been instrumental, and their 
mentoring has been a major reason of why we have a stronger presence as students and faculty of 
color in academia today.  
Mentoring relationships, formal or informal, were important for participants in their 
endeavors to complete their program of study. Mentoring should be approached from a space 
that is inclusive of “issues specific to the preparation of a culturally and ethnically diverse 
population of doctoral students” (Davidson & Foster-Johnson, 2001, p. 550). For example, in 
describing her relationship with her advisor, Soledad feels she has greatly benefited from the 
mentoring she received and what she refers to as a humanizing approach that her advisor takes 
with all of her students. Soledad also speaks about the opportunities she received, which have 
allowed her and other students in her cohort to grow not only into their scholarship but also as 
individuals.  
Jennifer spoke about feeling confronted by what seemed like insurmountable challenges, 
given the lack of mentorship and support received from her department and advisor. In contrast, 
mentoring for Soledad provided opportunities to conduct research consistent with her own 
interest and to grow as an intellectual given the unconditional support received from her advisor, 
also allowing her to create collaborative spaces with other fellow graduate students that served 
them in developing research competencies. Yet, in the case of Jennifer again, her narrative 
revealed how she consistently failed to receive mentoring support or guidance in her program of 
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study. Studies indicate that finding mentors of color is still difficult for students of color at large 
public universities.  
The narratives highlight the importance of unconditional commitment of faculty mentors 
who demonstrate and extend their mentorship beyond the traditional expectations of the 
institution. Meanwhile, at the other end of the continuum, participants articulated the difficulties 
and dehumanization they felt in their experiences with many faculty and administrators in their 
programs. Apparent from these narratives is the ever-increasing need for cross-gender cross-race 
mentoring relationships. This is particularly important when there is a shortage of faculty of 
color. Participants expressed the desire to be mentored by more faculty of color, although they 
acknowledged the mentorship they received from White faculty. Of serious contention here is the 
almost exploitative use of faculty of color. Not only do universities underemphasize the 
importance of retaining and promoting the faculty of color they do hire, but they expect them to 
assume additional professional responsibilities, such as uncompensated university service, that 
potentially limit their ability to advance from the junior to the senior faculty ranks.  
The significance of mentoring or lack thereof, was hugely apparent in the narratives. 
There were both positive and negative references made about faculty. This was particularly 
salient in the case of Angelica and Soledad, who spoke of the strong impact their advisor, a 
Chicana scholar, has had on them. Lola on the other hand, speaks about the frustration 
experienced when dealing with her Department Head and her efforts to register grievances when 
students in her classes used the “N” word or other derogatory language and behavior, and for 
which she did not see any disciplinary actions taken against these individuals. On the contrary, 
the student who said the “N’ word was offered the course Lola designed and taught. Lola felt 
disrespected, devalued, dehumanized; not only was the student was not reprimanded, the student 
was rewarded a teaching position. This was a sign to Lola that her work is not valued and that 
hostility against here does not warrant any disciplinary action.  
 
LGBT Graduate Student Needs 
 There were a number of specific needs that participants identified with respect to the 
LGBT graduate student community, in addition to identifying some of the most pressing 
concerns and issues this population faces at the university. Lola recommended the creation of 
new spaces for the LGBT community. Although The LGBT Office has been a safe space for 
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Lola, she recognizes that the administration could be producing more radical work than it has. 
For example, the LGBT Office did not have an anti-Chief statement for a long time.  
Lola identifies the need for a Women’s Program Center accessible to LGBT students of 
color that provides programming and space for “true activism” with university funding. In an 
effort to eliminate homophobia, gender identity oppression, sexism, classism, racism and other 
blatant and institutional forms of marginalization by coordinating cross-programming with other 
units on campus, including the Asian American, Latina/o, and Native American cultural houses. 
It would also be equipped with classroom space to sponsor seminars, to hold classes with the 
cultural houses. In addition, it would include a lounge area to promote a casual space that fosters 
community.  
Lola’s vision for a Women’s Program Center that promotes full inclusion of lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender, and queer identified students and their allies at the University of Illinois is 
necessary. Pancho, for example, comments that he does not claim the LGBT Center as his 
community. He shares that when he walks into that space, it is mostly White gay males and that 
“puts you in a situation where it’s “oh, you’re the butch lesbian.” He prefers to stay away from 
this space.  
Both Lola and Pancho identified unisex bathrooms as a need for LGBT college students. 
Pancho offers an insight into the need for such facilities in his narrative. He shares about his own 
experiences in negotiating those spaces and deciding whether to use the men or women’s 
restrooms. This is uncomfortable; he shares, and can lead to unwelcomed hostile confrontations 
and or situations. 
Pancho also addressed the need for departmental hires of tenure track queer faculty of 
color. He expressed the necessity to receive mentoring from such faculty. He described his own 
experience as having been more difficult because of the lack of access to queer faculty of color. 
Although he did recognize the strong mentoring he received from his advisor, he nevertheless, 
was also forced to go outside his department to locate queer scholars of color. 
 
Empowerment of Theory on Personal, Research, and Community Work 
For many of these women, Chicana feminism has been central to their intellectual 
formation, in addition to being a theory that has carried them from their undergraduate education 
through their doctoral programs. They see the work of women of color feminist scholars as their 
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motivation to further push their own intellectual rigor. It has given them a language from where 
to articulate their lived experiences in the academy and reinforced their collaborative efforts and 
commitments to their respective communities, whichever these may be and whatever the realities 
are for each of these mujeres. Soledad recounts:  
When I started reading literature from other Chicanas, and seeing how much it meant to 
me, I think these writings came out with the intent to change things . . . for their youth, 
for me, a generation later.  
 
Similarly, Angelica comments:  
I did a program [that] taught me about theory and what theory is. I learned that there was 
Chicana feminist theory and all these things that spoke to my reality of coming home or 
dealing with . . . not knowing how to write and dealing with professors telling you that 
you are writing in another language. 
 
Moreover, Angelica reaffirms how these theories are theories of the flesh (Moraga, 
1981). We have lived and experienced them in our lives. Angelica further shares: 
I’m getting emotional because the theories or writing or the hardship when you’re 
growing up and you know about them because you’re living in them. Knowing that you 
are Chicana . . . I learned Latino or Latina is this political term here in the Midwest or 
use[d] more rather than Chicana as political.  
 
For Pancho, he found it conflictive when he taught feminist courses for mainstream 
White students and how it changed the dynamics of how you went about talking, discussing, and 
critically challenging the material. He witnessed how women of color’s scholarship and third 
world feminism were downplayed in these courses for which he was a teaching assistant. 
 
Conclusion 
The same mission statements that U.S. colleges and universities want to emulate, those 
same goals of inclusivity, diversity, and excellence are what continue to divide students, 
administrators, staff, and faculty from one another, particularly when cultural, class, and sexual 
orientation differences are rejected and not welcomed into the space (Darder, 2005a; Renn, 
2010). Inequality and social exclusion are rampant in college campuses. As the narratives 
demonstrate, these students exert compassion, integrity, family, alliances, and reflexivity to 
promote a more inclusive space for themselves and others. These actions are expressed by the 
development of study groups, collectives that worked on art nights, radio show productions, and 
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programs that improved and pushed for more social equality that bettered the experiences of 
other students—current and future. 
Many of these students have put themselves on the line in their fight for more inclusive 
spaces for graduate students of color on campus. This leads to experiences of fatigue in the 
never-ending experience of feeling as if they have to be constantly advocating for more 
opportunities for students—especially when this should already be instituted within the 
university setting.  
Soledad explains her frustration:  
You run the risk of nobody else backing you up; it’s tiring, even when people come to 
you individually afterwards to express how thankful they are that you spoke but—even 
though they didn’t speak out/back you up during the meeting. 
 
These mujeres and Pancho are well aware of the amount of work to be done, (including 
organizing and follow-through, and work in the community), that has students choose between 
the ongoing demands of such commitments or making a choice to focus on their studies and 
limiting the amount of time they dedicate to giving back. Many of the participants are involved 
in community organizing, coalition building, and standing up against injustice.  
The academic socialization (Freire, 2000; González, 2006) that participants expressed in 
this study resulted in countering the prescribed cultures of their respective departments, and 
rather, each of these students in their own way forged different alliances and created different 
spaces from where to create community. Their narratives posit the possibility of influencing and 
encouraging the materialization for inclusivity and diversity in colleges and universities. More 
than getting their conferred degrees, the Ph.D. represents so much more to these Chicana/Latina 
and Chicana/Chicano students. With the commitment to making more Inclusive Communities, 
the administration needs to pay attention to the needs and demands of Chicana/Latina graduate 
students.  
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Chapter Seven 
Conclusion: A “Community” of Theories for Understanding the Underrepresented 
Graduate Student Experience 
This study investigated the experiences of Chicana/Latina doctoral students and one 
queer Chicana/Chicano doctoral student enrolled at a predominantly White research university. 
Their narratives illustrate the doctoral trajectories of Chicanas/Latinas in institutions of higher 
education in the U.S. These narratives document doctoral students’ efforts to challenge structural 
racism, educational inequality, and institutional power structures. Issues raised by participants 
are in concert with the literature in the field which identify the following as important aspects in 
determining the success of doctoral students of color: mentoring and supporting students, 
engaging in research, and creating a community of racial ethnic peers (Howard-Hamilton, 2009). 
The findings suggest that the following factors also influence the success of doctoral students’ in 
their doctoral programs: (a) reliable financial support to sustain students livelihood, (b) access to 
a community that validates their own sense of belonging and empowers their sense of agency, (c) 
nurturing their own sense of family, (d) LGBT support services, (e) family friendly space for 
graduate students with children, and (f) environments that are culturally sensitive and with 
minimal microaggressions.  
This study set out to determine what factors and lived experiences assist Chicana/Latina 
doctoral students persevering in academia, especially when confronted with multiple challenges 
and contested terrains (Darder, 2011). Specifically I wanted to focus on the path students 
traversed in getting to graduate school, and once there what their experiences were with respect 
to academic, personal, and social support. More importantly, I was interested in the actual 
behaviors that made these students resilient amidst much adversity.  
 
Significance of Findings 
The narratives expose how the notion of “home” creates spaces of belonging for students 
of color in graduate school. Six out of the eight participants were from California, a state that is 
approximately one third Latino. This provided for a unique sensibility otherwise not easily 
captured in a study demographic. The participants’ distance from home, to a city in the Midwest 
that is predominantly White provided strong feelings of isolation and alienation far deeper than 
what one can imagine. When does a college campus become “home”? What is the difference 
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between “feeling at home” and staking claim to a place as one’s own (Brah, 2003)? Leah 
Wasburn-Moses (2007) suggests that a differential socialization process is critical to the success 
of graduate students; therefore, there is a concern when students of color experience a much 
more difficult process of integration into the graduate community—academically and socially. 
This lack of integration, as the narratives indicate, leads to feelings of not belonging, which 
might shed light on why Latina/o doctoral students drop out of their programs at a rate of 45% in 
comparison to 25% of Whites (Darder, 2012; Wasburn-Moses, 2007).  
A salient theme in the narratives illustrates the constant negotiation students underwent in 
defining and (re)defining family and the home while at their academic institution. This 
negotiation challenged and contradicted the traditional ways of knowing and making meaning of 
these familial spaces—however we choose to define them. Home provides a sense of community 
and centeredness, so when participants found themselves having to create community because 
they felt completely alienated from what they had known, they found nurturing but also 
disconnectedness. In all of the narratives, participants discussed the strong roots they had back at 
home, that encompassed their families and their communities. This had them seek and build 
those communities at the university by joining or starting their own student organizations, 
forming study groups, volunteering in the local community, and establishing community with 
their cohort. In so doing, it provided a sense of belonging and purpose. In my testimonio I use the 
concept of “home” interchangeably as both location and metaphor; as both a physical location 
from which we come from and a yearning for an almost mythical space of belonging. 
This nostalgia consumes my soul, in recognizing that indeed, I do not completely belong 
ni en México ni en los Estados Unidos. This feeling of not belonging ni aqui ni allá 
(neither here nor there) is a painful realization, as articulated in Anzaldúa’s (1999) 
reference to the hybrid identities experienced by immigrants. She discusses that these 
converge into a “synergy of two cultures with various degrees of Mexicanness or 
Angloness” (p. 85). This loss of belonging and questioning within one’s own 
communities is something many struggle with, as one navigates and negotiates through 
two worlds, la vida Americana y la tradición Mexicana (p. 33, this dissertation). 
 
The students’ narratives illustrated an oppressed population who suddenly found 
themselves within the context of the university. Students found themselves in a contradiction 
position, what Darder calls the “bicultural crisis” (Darder, 1991). Students felt oppressed and 
subordinated, while at the same time privileged because they were at one of the top research 
universities in the U.S. despite a low enrollment and graduation rate of Chicanas/Latinas in 
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graduate programs. Given that these numbers are low, students at the graduate level are more 
susceptible to deeply pronounced oppression.  
Participants discussed the feelings of isolation they experienced in different facets of their 
programs at the university, beginning with the Summer Pre-Matriculation Program in which 
several of them participated. While they understood the benefits of participating in a program 
that facilitated their transition to the university, and afforded them the opportunity to get an early 
start on their research, they felt that the program’s administration could have been more 
organized and have provided better academic preparation and resources for participants. Students 
felt resources were under-utilized and not optimized by the departmental unit responsible for the 
summer program. 
What space(s) does the university offer first- and second-generation Chicana/Latina 
doctoral students? Are these students made to feel part of the institutional communities they 
belong to? Moreover, can the university context be perceived as a potential oppositional space? 
To what extent do institutional power structures define “home”? How do Chicana/Latina 
doctoral students define and/or (re)define “home”? It is important to substantiate that while 
navigating the educational system, not only are Chicanas/Latinas juggling their coursework or 
completion of their degree requirements, but also attempting to construct or build on 
community—to make a “home,” to carve out a space within academia. 
One of the struggles engaged in decolonizing methodologies lies in the recognition that 
our actions are inherently compromised by colonialism. This is a difficult and conflictive 
position. The issue of contradiction was a constant struggle for participants. Participants were 
much aware of their positions as graduate students and the unequal distribution of power 
practiced by the institution. On the one hand, the university is culpable of making distinctions 
and Othering of particular groups. On the other hand, while building community, participants 
were also exclusionary. The evidence from this study suggests that there is a constant negotiation 
between the privilege students exert while at the same acknowledging the marginalization and 
subordination of those spaces. Most students realized that the university was not an institution 
intended to be inclusive of students of color. Participants were also aware that the institution is 
shaped by exploitation and that their experiences as students were such because of this 
exploitation, they struggled with this contradiction.  
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The different experiences that have shaped the consciousness of women of color are 
important and indicative of the ways they approach their educational aspirations and 
achievements. As Jacqui M. Alexander (2005) suggests, it is important “to return to the 
geographies of origin” to better understand these doctoral students’ particular histories, lived 
experiences, and agency (p. 268). For this reason, I first discussed “home” from a personal 
space; using it to engage with the literature on Chicanos/Latinos and higher education (i.e., 
Alarcón, 2003; Castellanos, Gloria, Kamimura, 2006; Castillo, 1994; Nettles, 1990; Gloria, 
Castellanos, & Kamimura, 2006; Rosaldo, 1993; Yarbro-Bejarano, 1994), while inserting my 
own auto-ethnographical account throughout to punctuate many of the educational policies and 
reforms that have impacted the pedagogical experiences of this population. 
 
Implications 
How can universities better address the increasing demographic changes in the 
enrollment and graduation pipeline of Chicanas/Latinas in postsecondary education, specifically 
at doctoral granting institutions? With the Latino population now comprising the majority in the 
U.S., and with an increase in Latina/o participation in economic, political, and educational 
influence, how are universities prepared to serve the needs of this heterogeneous population? 
More than the base level issues that also need attention, there are all these different difficulties, 
which also need addressing, as discussed next. 
The challenges Chicana/Latina and transgendered students experience can be a barrier for 
the development of their full potential, degree attainment and career advancement. It is by 
understanding these experiences and these students’ insights that university administrators can 
begin to meet the needs of Chicana/Latina doctoral students that are also relevant to other 
underrepresented groups of doctoral students. This becomes increasingly important as Latinos 
continue to increase in numbers while their enrollment, persistence, attrition, and graduation 
rates in higher education do not reflect this phenomenon. The implications of this discord carry 
serious consequences, as it will further widen the education achievement gap between Latinos 
and other racial groups. Consequently, the educational, socio-economic, and political 
implications are great and function to increase the disparity already found within privileged and 
subordinate groups. It is now possible to state that universities cannot afford to ignore the 
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growing demographics and ever increasing presence of Chicana/Latina doctoral students in 
academia. 
There is a need for initiatives that lead to the betterment of resources for this population, 
but initiatives that take into account the actual experiences of Chicana/Latina graduate students 
in the process. It does not suffice to simply allocate funds for programming; rather, there is the 
need for the administration to listen to the needs students express with regards to their academic 
formation. What is repeatedly apparent from the narratives in this study is the need for the 
university administration to be more proactive to a commitment to honor and respect the 
diversity of the student population. In the absence of such a commitment, graduate students of 
color will continue to struggle. 
These results suggest that the university leadership should look at how inclusive the 
campus environment is for all students, particularly for Chicana/Latina doctoral students. Future 
research in this area must continue looking at the everyday experiences of Chicanas/Latinas in 
the academy. An implication of this is the possibility that universities must be willing to listen, to 
take into account not only the experiences but the contributions that these students provide to 
better inform educational policy and practices that function in the service of all students, with 
particular attention on the needs of students of color. 
This can prove challenging, particularly when we experience inner struggles amongst 
ourselves—where there exists divisive ideological perspectives that do not allow for greater 
collaboration, as identified by several of the participants. Often times, disciplines and/or research 
specializations, among other matters (such as differences in class backgrounds [which impacts 
access], hometowns [whether one comes from the Midwest, West, or East coasts], or self-
identification [i.e., Chicana/o, Latina/o, Mexicana/o, or Mexican-American]), deflect or distance 
Chicana/Latina doctoral students from one another. This separateness can also be juxtaposed 
with the solidarity that is often bridged amongst doctoral students with like-minded colleagues, 
as this work demonstrates. 
 
Recommendations for Practice and Policy 
The affective points of tension raised throughout the narratives point to the need to 
further research on agency and empowerment, community and sense of belonging amongst 
Chicana/Latina and transgender doctoral students. Educational researchers and policy-makers 
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often fail to recognize the heterogeneity makeup of Chicana/Latina doctoral students. This 
failure often generalizes the tensions prompted by institutional pressures. By engaging the four 
theories (border theory, and critical theory of biculturalism, women of color feminism and 
critical race theory) this study produced a more cohesive and integrated dialectical exchange in 
discussing the Chicana/Latina doctoral experience. This approach provides an arena where 
policy-makers and scholars within different interdisciplinary fields of study, including education, 
ethnic studies, anthropology, and cultural studies can discuss and implement or block legislative 
change.  
The findings from this study provide information that elucidates potential areas of action 
for university leadership at predominantly White doctorate-granting research universities to meet 
the needs of graduate students of color, particularly Chicanas/Latinas. Universities need to 
understand the importance of having a diversified faculty. The large influx of graduate students 
from California to the University of Illinois, for example, was largely due to the fact that a 
prominent Latina professor inspired them to come and work with her. Her mentoring and support 
through their graduate programs has made it possible for the majority of these students to reach 
degree completion, and those who have yet to achieve this are close to conferring their 
doctorates. This shows the important role faculty of color play in the recruitment and degree 
completion of students of color. 
High-level administrators from all backgrounds must be involved in the recruitment and 
retention efforts of students and faculty of color. Most importantly, they must share the 
responsibility for creating institutional support systems for them (Nuñez & Murakami-Ramalho, 
2012). Despite efforts to recruit and enroll doctoral students of color, participants in this study 
echoed that the university’s leadership failed to address their specific needs, such as the need for 
an increase in faculty of color, including cross-gender faculty of color, tenure-track hires and 
retention; mentoring; creation of spaces for students of color to counter an isolating and 
exclusionary campus climate; and stronger financial support for working class doctoral students 
of color. Chicanas/Latinas must also be able to connect with the Chicano/Latino community. 
Ties to the community are critical for Chicanas/Latinas’ sense of belonging and persistence rates. 
Participants repeatedly commented on how this was a hostile environment in multiple ways; and 
that they had to demand access to resources that should already be available to all graduate 
students. It is my recommendation that due to these deficiencies and the negative impact this has 
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on the Chicano/Latino education pipeline, that research at the doctoral level continue. In 
addition, these exclusionary climates are detrimental enough that university leadership should 
not ignore them, but rather should explore and provide sources of support and resources to all 
students who are the victims of such hostile climate. In addition, universities must make a 
conscious effort to educate their faculty and staff such that they are sensitive to and supportive of 
equality in the classroom and work environment.  
There is a need for faculty and administrators to think more in-depth about the issue of 
community for doctoral students. For example, they need to provide more mentoring to graduate 
students, particularly to Chicana/Latina doctoral students in preparation to going to the 
classrooms as teaching assistants. Students in the study expressed how important it was to have 
faculty mentorship and the impact this had on them—whether or not they received such support. 
Professors must become more invested and conscientious of the alienating conditions facing poor 
ethnic communities. These conditions are linked to historical events that position many bicultural 
students in a more disadvantaged position from those of the ruling class (Darder, 2002). The 
majority of participants in this study are first-generation college students who come from 
working class and lower middle class backgrounds. It would prove beneficial if departments 
trained their staff to be more attuned and knowledgeable of how racial profiling and racial 
microaggressions have a negative impact on the academic and personal well-being of 
Chicanas/Latinas and other graduate students from underrepresented populations. Likewise, the 
university needs to train staff to be respectful of Chicanas/Latinas and what they bring to their 
respective units and departments. Staff in participants’ departments caused many of the micro-
aggressions experienced by these students.  
There is a definite need for individual targeted support for Chicana/Latina doctoral 
students. For instance, these include additional resources for doctoral students who are mothers 
(as in Soledad’s case). Currently, there are limited resources available for graduate students who 
are parenting a child. For example, the university should have special accommodations in place 
for doctoral students with children offering affordable on-site daycare options, child-friendly 
programs, campus lactation rooms, family restrooms (other than Men/Women bathrooms), 
support systems; extending office hours of campus services; provide information about 
subsidized health care and insurance to help alleviate financial stressors; and provide study areas 
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with entertainment for children, to identify a few resources that would facilitate and, in instances, 
alleviate some of the stressors of being a doctoral student and parent. 
Recommendations suggested by participants varied from providing additional 
departmental space, stronger financial aid packages and fellowship awards, increase availability 
of conference travel awards, to better accountability and reciprocity to local communities 
researched (which are often disfranchised poor neighborhoods with already scarce resources). 
Chencha, Jennifer, and Larisa expressed the importance in reciprocating to communities that 
facilitate the university’s research. Also, more faculty of color, including queer faculty of color 
need to be actively and purposefully recruited and retained by universities. This is something that 
came across in the majority of the narratives, and Pancho spoke extensively in regards to the 
increasing need for mentorship from queer faculty of color. Therefore, Chicana/Latina and other 
disenfranchised doctoral students should be involved in the recruitment, selection, and hiring 
process of faculty of color. This means more than attending the job talk or joining the candidate 
for lunch or a dinner reception, rather, it necessitates/calls for doctoral students of color to be 
involved in faculty search committees in more involved ways. 
Participants shared that faculty of color should not be overburdened with added 
responsibilities not expected of their counterparts. Professors, they feel, should be more 
accountable and accessible to students; administrative assistants in departments should be more 
approachable; university’s administration should be more concerned with students’ pedagogical 
maturity, rather than on the administration’s interest in lucrative means—seeing university as a 
business rather than as a learning site (production of knowledge); improved and more effective 
bridge/transitional programs; institutional change that focuses on students who are already here, 
institutional resources for local communities, LGBT resources could be improved, creation of 
new spaces for the LGBT community, and more training for instructors. Angelica recommends 
that the university provide more space to be made available to house ethnic studies programs and 
its staff. This would be a practical way of doing something towards diversity, rather than just 
talking about diversity. 
 
Research Contribution  
Currently, the research conducted specifically on women students of color, in particular 
on Chicanas/Latinas in graduate school is scarce. The research on Chicanas/Latinas in graduate 
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level education is mostly in light of women of color feminism or critical race theory or border 
theory or critical theory of biculturalism and in some cases the incorporation of some but not all 
these theories. I argue that in order to fully decolonize the space in academia in which doctoral 
students of color currently find themselves, one must take into account and use the language and 
tools of the other theories as well. Though efforts have been made to integrate these theories to 
better understand the complex nature of the Chicana/Latina graduate school experience, I have 
brought these theories together by implementing them in different facets of research, including 
design, analysis, and conceptualization. In doing so, I cross-interrogated the issues faced in 
academia from the perspective of women of color in light of differing geographic dimensions 
(e.g. sexuality/gender, birth place, educational trajectory). More importantly, I have painted a 
picture of how as a researcher, especially those who do not identify as scholars of color, you can 
fully capture the struggles of doctoral students in a way that renders the information applicable 
for potential academic, administrative, and political change. This is not to say that these theories 
do not already do this, but rather that incorporating them all together, one can paint a more 
accurate picture that addresses many of the struggles doctoral students of color experience. 
Women of color feminism theory provided me the tool, my testimonio, with which I was 
able to conduct my research and use language to characterize these experiences (oppression, 
subordination, marginalization, agency, and empowerment). The use of my own personal 
testimonio provided me the sensibility to more fully understand the narratives in the study. By 
sharing my own story, I went to a vulnerable space where researchers are often not invited. The 
employment of this framework gave me and invitation to do so. In doing so, I was given a voice 
that allowed me to utilize my own experience to interpret others story. In using my bicultural 
voice to share others’ narratives, I am able to form a sense of community for others.  
Once I was able to name the experiences of doctoral students I was able to employ border 
theory to further characterize their struggles. I found that the “tensions” that were experienced by 
the participants were “border inspections” that then raised “borders” that students then needed to 
break through to be successful. Once students have accomplished this, mostly because of their 
self-determination, they are still confronted with the “border” that inherently exists from being 
bicultural because the world of academia does not have the support system to make biculturalism 
an asset rather than a “border” that students must traverse. Critical race theory adds the 
additional “border” of daily microaggressions. In considering the contribution of the effects of 
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daily microaggressions on students experiences one is able to paint an even clearer picture of the 
daily “borders” that students must cross. As used in critical race theory and women of color 
feminism, in order to truly shine a complete light on these experiences one must also employ the 
testimonio as a tool to analyze these experiences.  
The importance of the use of narratives in this study, and I would argue in all studies of 
students of color, is essential. Take for example the time in which these narratives occur. The 
interviews occurred during a significant moment in the history of the university. As tensions 
arose and threats were made against targeted individuals, cultural houses, and community 
members, the participants recount their involvement in countering this racism and oppressive 
campus climate. The actual effect of these negative experiences would not have been as blatant if 
the story had been told through those who were not directly affected.  
Their narratives brought up an important aspect of what the students themselves were 
bringing to an already deficient academic environment. Namely, they were self-starters, 
interested in the politics that were determining their day to day lives. The fact that they 
encountered an invisible barrier, the “border” of rejection, isolation, and subordination was 
clearly illustrated in their narratives. These students were successful in their path to a doctorate 
degree. I am unable to ignore the fact that these students almost needed to be “super students” 
who already came equipped with a certain level of desire to want to make a change, to be 
involved, and recreate a community in which they would be successful. These students indeed, 
had their “bicultural voice awakened” and through the different communities they created, they 
were able to “cultivate their critical participation as active social agents” (Darder, 2012).  
Students of color are entering a graduate school environment that does not provide 
support that will ensure their success. As the narratives show, participants spent much energy 
forming a sense of community around them and demanding a more equalized learning 
environment, which also impacts the time that can be devoted to studying, conducting 
independent research with faculty, and in essence getting the full graduate academic 
opportunities. The following diagrams help to illustrate the current use of theories and my theory 
of a “Community” of Theories for Understanding the Underrepresented Graduate Student 
Experience.  
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Figure 1. Intersectionalities of theoretical frameworks. 
 
 
Figure 2. A “community” of theories for understanding the underrepresented graduate student 
experiences. 
 
One of the crucial findings of this study is the centrality of the role of community in the 
attainment of success of doctoral students. Because participants felt the university as an 
alienating space, they had to develop alternative structures and ways of being so they recreated a 
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sense of belonging and through community tried to integrate their ideas of family. Each one of 
the theories employed in this study provides insight and a lens to the importance of connection 
and belonging. In knowing this, in order for institutions to provide a space that will nurture 
success as they do with your traditional non-bicultural student, they should also provide space, 
funding, and resources for these students who are bicultural. Seven themes permeated my study: 
(a) significance of activism, agency, and self-determinism to create spaces of inclusion; (b) 
importance of family while navigating graduate school; (c) importance of community to 
persevere in hostile environments; (d) significance of confronting everyday microaggressions; 
(e) need for academic, mentorship, and social support networks; (f) need for the university 
administration to better respond to LGBT graduate student needs; and (g) the empowerment of 
theory on their personal, research, and community work. I argue that in order for a researcher to 
capture the complexity of the role that these themes play in the lives bicultural graduate students 
one must use a conglomerate of women of color feminism, border theory, critical race theory and 
critical theory of biculturalism, which I am calling a “Community of Theories.” In doing so, both 
the Chicana/Latina or Chicano/Latino graduate student and the researcher of color is empowered 
by not being limited to a specific set of “theories” with which they will be understood or in 
which they should communicate their experiences; thus decolonizing the status quo. 
Decolonizing this status quo is important and one of my participants is the epitome of why. 
Pancho (reference chapter 6), for example identified as a queer Chicana/Chicano graduate 
student. Aside from providing substantial information on the deficiencies of the academic 
institution in supporting Chicano/Latino transgendered students of color, Pancho is a catalyst of 
why the gender binary of sexuality must be taken beyond sexuality to consider culture and what 
that brings to the field.  
 
Epilogue 
I never imagined integrating my own testimonio into my research. My testimonio was my 
own shame. The shame of “I don’t belong” in this institution of higher education. I am not smart 
enough. My parents do not have the necessary social capital. It is that constant rechazo 
(rejection) that I first discussed in Chapter One. I feel that those of us, who come from 
disenfranchised communities, are always in the process of decolonizing ourselves, of getting rid 
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of culpability, of doing away with what Anzaldúa (1990) calls our “internalized oppression” and 
self-hatred.  
I deliberately inserted my testimonio to punctuate many of the educational policies and 
reforms that have influenced the pedagogical experiences of participants in this study. It is 
painful, very painful. It takes a particular vulnerability that is not easily reconcilable with the 
inherited guardedness one develops in academia.  
You see, I was so consumed with becoming Americanized 
That I rejected my own language, my own history 
At such an early age. (¿Quien Soy? p. 2, this dissertation) 
 
In essence, I was responding to and experiencing “cultural alienation” (Darder, 2012). 
The ridicule and isolation that I felt in my early schooling had such an impact on me that I muted 
Spanish from my tongue, until I left for college. Then everything changed. Spanish became my 
survival mechanism, my reconnection with my culture. Unfortunately, we learn early on in our 
formal schooling to disassociate the “personal” from the theoretical. As we continue to break the 
barriers in academia, we remain a racialized marginalized group often stripped of our own 
humanity (Prieto & Villenas, 2012).  
We have such a rich history of interdisciplinary and intersectional scholarship produced 
by prominent scholars of color. As emerging scholars who have benefited from the knowledge 
production of these scholars, we are using these intersectionalities as tools in our writing. For 
example, I would have not been able to write my testimonio without having read Borderlands, 
during my freshman year in college; it did not speak to me at all.  
I did not question the inequities or injustices. 
I believed that if you worked hard enough, studied hard enough 
Erased your accent 
ASSIMILATED 
That you would succeed and accomplish ANYTHING; 
Even being accepted by your white peers. 
(¿Quien Soy? p. 3, this dissertation) 
 
It was not until years later that I picked Borderlands up again . . . it changed the way I wrote. It 
gave me the necessary theoretical tools and gave me “permission” to open up in my writing to 
expose the inequities and challenges, in addition to the urgency, agency, and empowerment that 
as subordinated communities we endure.  
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Although I am courageous, there is a part of me that stops me, but I recognize that even 
that is part of the process. Thus, the method of collecting my data for this study has not only 
been about interviewing, transcribing, and interpreting its findings, it has also been about 
reflecting on my own story. Reflecting on my own story positioned me in a vulnerable position 
that allowed me to reflect on what I felt. At the end, I find myself constrained by the gestures of 
theory and methodology even as I am empowered by them. Although, I was empowered by these 
different theories and methodologies, I found that I was constrained by my own understanding of 
what these theories were supposed to mean. Where did my own vision fit into all of it? In some 
respect I went back to the mentality of the colonized mind, in which I questioned my own 
contributions to this work.  
As Chicanas/Latinas, queer Chicanas/Latinas, and Chicana/Latina transgender beings, we 
are creating our own theories in the flesh (Moraga, 1981) by reclaiming our histories through our 
writing and activism. We are indebted to the scholars of color who have influenced us through 
their scholarship and mentoring, and who have believed in us and in our voice. As such, we carry 
the responsibility and weight to be the producers of knowledge, which speaks to who we are, 
responsible for making sure that the inherited knowledge from our communities, and especially 
those who are not in the academy, have their voices, struggles, and histories documented. What 
we have to say matters—our stories matter—our courage matters—our sacrifices matter—our 
countering of conservative notions and reshaping of what family, community, and home means 
to us matter 
The intentionality of our work must be interdisciplinary, in order to allow for different 
conversations to take place, to challenge hegemonic and deficit notions in the schooling of 
Chicanas/Latinas, even at work at the graduate level, and to challenge and interrupt the 
normative subjectivities with which subaltern groups such as Chicanas/Latinas have been 
historically defined by the dominant culture. It is therefore imperative for educational reform 
within the university to recognize the historical struggles that Chicana/Latina, queer, and 
transgender Chicana/Latina students have endured and contested in their efforts to access an 
equitable educational system for themselves and their communities.  
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Appendix A 
Interview Questions 
 
Personal History with Prejudice/Discrimination 
1. In the process of your schooling, have you ever experienced acts of discrimination or 
prejudice? What was your response to this/these incidence?  
 
Campus Experience 
2. Have you experienced acts of discrimination or prejudice on this campus? How did you 
respond to this/these experience(s)?  
3. Have university officials (i.e., staff, professors, administration) been responsive to any of 
your concerns? 
4. If you have not experienced any acts of discrimination or prejudice on this campus, do 
you have friends or classmates who have? If yes, can you explain? How did they 
respond? 
5. Do you believe the UIUC campus is a safe environment? If yes, why? If not, why not? 
6. Have you ever been involved in campus programs for students? If so, what was your 
experience? 
7. Where do you feel most comfortable on campus?  
8. Where do you feel most uncomfortable on campus?  
9. Are there changes that should be made to improve the campus climate?  
10. How would you describe your experience on this campus? 
11. How does your experience on the UIUC campus differ from other colleges or universities 
you’ve attended? 
 
Community Experience 
12. Have you experienced acts of discrimination or prejudice in Champaign Urbana? How 
did you respond to this/these experience(s)? 
13. Have county/city officials (e.g., city council, police, etc.) been responsive to any of your 
concerns? If yes, in what way? 
14. If you have not experienced acts of discrimination or prejudice in Champaign-Urbana, do 
you have family, friends or classmates who have? If yes, can you explain? How did they 
respond? 
15. Do you believe Champaign-Urbana is a safe environment? If yes, why? If not, why not? 
16. In what places do you feel most comfortable in the Champaign-Urbana area?  
17. Are there changes that should be made to improve the climate of Champaign-Urbana?  
18. How would you describe your experience living in Champaign-Urbana? 
19. How does your experience in Champaign-Urbana compare to those of other places 
you’ve lived?  
 
Concluding Questions 
20. What impact have these experiences had on you? 
21. How would you connect your experiences on campus with those in the larger 
Champaign-Urbana community? With the wider society? 
22. Is there anything else you’d like to tell us?  
